Illinois Public Community College Department Chair Roles and Role Conflict by Young, Kristine M.
ILLINOIS PUBLIC COMMUNITY COLLEGE DEPARTMENT 
CHAIR ROLES AND ROLE CONFLICT 
Kristine Margaret Young, Ed.D.
College of Education
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2007
Debra Bragg, Adviser
This research had two purposes: to determine community college department chair 
roles and to determine whether role conflict exists for the status of Illinois public 
community college department chair. The research was divided into two phases. In Phase I, 
community college department chair role factors were determined. Using ratings of 
importance reported by a sample of Illinois public community college department chairs on 
a modified version of Carroll and Gmelch’s (1992) department chair duty questionnaire, 
principal components analysis was employed to determine an underlying factor structure. 
Five factors were determined and interpreted as department chair roles: Department 
Leader, Resource Manager, Faculty Leader, Instructional Manager, and Teacher and 
Student Adviser.
It was also determined whether the importance placed on department chair roles 
varied by department chair characteristic variables of academic discipline, departmental 
disciplinary composition, size of department, length of service as chair, whether the chair 
was elected by faculty or selected by administration, number of years served as a full-time 
faculty member prior to becoming department chair, and teaching load. Results indicated 
that certain characteristic variables of Illinois public community college department chairs 
influence the importance they ascribe to department chair roles. 
It was also determined in Phase I that role conflict and role overload exist to a mild 
to moderate extent for the Illinois public community college department chair status. In 
addition, a specific expression of role overload, namely, department chairs spending an 
inordinate amount of time performing roles they find of greater importance, may have been 
determined.
In Phase II, the complete role set of department chairs, faculty, and the chief 
academic officer at one Illinois public community college was studied. It was determined 
that with minor exceptions, full-time faculty, part-time faculty, and the chief academic 
officer ascribed the same level of importance to the roles determined in Phase I as did the 
department chairs. Additionally, no statistically significant differences were found on the 
importance ascribed to department chair roles based on departmental disciplinary 
composition or length of faculty service by full and part-time faculty.
© 2007 Kristine Margaret Young
ILLINOIS PUBLIC COMMUNITY COLLEGE DEPARTMENT 
CHAIR ROLES AND ROLE CONFLICT 
BY
KRISTINE MARGARET YOUNG
B.S., Muhlenberg College, 1996
M.S., University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1998
DISSERTATION
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Doctor of Education in Human Resource Education
in the Graduate College of the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2007
Urbana, Illinois
Doctoral Committee:
Professor Debra Bragg, Chair
Professor Jane Loeb
Professor Peter Kuchinke
Assistant Professor Faye Lesht

ABSTRACT
This research had two purposes: to determine community college department chair 
roles and to determine whether role conflict exists for the status of Illinois public 
community college department chair. The research was divided into two phases. In Phase I, 
community college department chair role factors were determined. Using ratings of 
importance reported by a sample of Illinois public community college department chairs on 
a modified version of Carroll and Gmelch’s (1992) department chair duty questionnaire, 
principal components analysis was employed to determine an underlying factor structure. 
Five factors were determined and interpreted as department chair roles: Department 
Leader, Resource Manager, Faculty Leader, Instructional Manager, and Teacher and 
Student Adviser.
It was also determined whether the importance placed on department chair roles 
varied by department chair characteristic variables of academic discipline, departmental 
disciplinary composition, size of department, length of service as chair, whether the chair 
was elected by faculty or selected by administration, number of years served as a full-time 
faculty member prior to becoming department chair, and teaching load. Results indicated 
that certain characteristic variables of Illinois public community college department chairs 
influence the importance they ascribe to department chair roles. 
It was also determined in Phase I that role conflict and role overload exist to a mild 
to moderate extent for the Illinois public community college department chair status. In 
addition, a specific expression of role overload, namely, department chairs spending an 
inordinate amount of time performing roles they find of greater importance, may have been 
determined.
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In Phase II, the complete role set of department chairs, faculty, and the chief 
academic officer at one Illinois public community college was studied. It was determined 
that with minor exceptions, full-time faculty, part-time faculty, and the chief academic 
officer ascribed the same level of importance to the roles determined in Phase I as did the 
department chairs. Additionally, no statistically significant differences were found on the 
importance ascribed to department chair roles based on departmental disciplinary 
composition or length of faculty service by full and part-time faculty.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
The job of academic department chair in higher education is as unique as it is 
imbued with conflict. Unlike many organizational structures where decisions are made by 
executives and passed down to workers for implementation, the power of decision-making 
in higher education has historically resided more with the workers, the faculty (Booth, 
1982). In many cases, the department chair is elected from the faculty ranks by faculty 
peers; consequently, faculty intrinsically expect the department chair to advance the 
professional interests of the faculty more assertively than other competing interests. The 
department chair is viewed differently by chief academic officers. Booth (1982) suggests 
that the chief academic officer views the chair as the primary administrator to work with 
faculty to affect organizational success as well as implement decisions made by executive 
administrators. Positioned as an essential and important link between faculty and central 
administration, the department chair is lodged between conflicting sets of values, 
responsibilities, and roles (Dyer & Miller, 1999).
Role theory is the study of the predictability of expected human behavior given a 
certain social identity, called status, in a given situation (Biddle, 1986). According to role 
theory, the job of department chair may be viewed as a status, a social position that an 
individual occupies. Certain behaviors are expected of someone who holds a particular 
status. These expected behaviors are termed roles (Linton, 1937). According to Eshleman 
(1969), shared meanings of status and roles permit individuals to cooperate with one 
another. Given this, it is conceivable that we may arrive at a universal agreement of what 
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one expects of department chairs in a particular situation, for example, in public 
community colleges in Illinois.
However, Eshleman (1969) also points out that individuals interpret for themselves 
the attitudes and intentions of others. As a consequence, individuals may not have 
consistent role expectations of other individuals in certain statuses. Role expectations of 
department chairs as internalized by a variety of others, including faculty and 
administrators, will differ. Therefore, rather than universal agreement, role conflict occurs. 
Biddle (1979) defines role conflict as the condition in which “someone is subjected to two 
or more contradictory expectations whose stipulations the person cannot simultaneously 
meet in behavior” (p. 160). 
The inherent conflicts and tensions in the department chair’s undertakings have 
been highlighted regularly in the literature. Tucker (1981) is recognized as one of the 
earliest scholars to comprehensively examine department chair leadership in his work 
Chairing the Academic Department (1981). Tucker described the job as paradoxical, noting 
a variety of strains on the chair such as: being a leader yet deriving authority only to the 
extent that faculty will permit it, having charges from executive leadership to direct the 
department to do something that may run contrary to faculty wishes, and being the only 
leader who must “live” (p. 4) among his or her decisions every day in the department. 
In additional to this positional tension, Tucker (1981) also identified 54 essential 
tasks and duties that department chairs perform on a regular basis. This large number of 
duties, coupled with the “paradoxical” (p. 4) nature of the job, has led some researchers to 
explore department chair burnout (Gmelch & Miskin, 1995), as well as fatigue and stress 
(Gmelch & Burns, 1994). Indeed, department chairs might experience role overload. Kahn, 
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Wolfe, Quinn, and Snoek (1964) defined role overload as the condition in which a status 
holder has many expectations placed upon him or her, but too little time to complete them 
all.
History demonstrates that in colleges and universities in the United States, faculty 
have considerable power and influence over curriculum development and delivery as well 
as the selection of new faculty, but that senior academic administrators retain control over 
the vision and mission of the college at large (Cohen, 1998). Caught between faculty and 
executive administration are department chairs. Numerous authors have noted this 
positional tension and suggested root causes (Gmelch & Burns, 1994; Gmelch & Gates, 
1995; Hubbell & Homer, 1997; Moses & Roe, 1990; Roach, 1976). Other research has 
attempted to better elucidate the scope and challenge of serving as a department chair amid 
these tensions by identifying department chair roles. McLaughlin, Montgomery, and 
Malpass (1975) determined academic, administrative, and leadership chair roles; Smart and 
Elton (1976) determined faculty, coordinator, research, and instructional chair roles; and 
Seagren, Wheeler, Creswell, Miller, and VanHorn-Grassmeyer (1994), whose research is 
unique because of its focus on community college department chairs, suggested 
interpersonal, administrator, and leader roles. Despite the contributions of these studies, it 
is important to note that the authors do not use the term role in a standardized fashion, nor 
do they employ role theory. The roles suggested by these researchers are more akin to non-
theoretically based categories or structured descriptions.
Carroll and Gmelch (1992, 1994) used role theory as the basis of their research on 
department chair role types and employed a specific approach to determining types of chair 
roles. In their initial research, Carroll and Gmelch (1992) first asked department chairs to 
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rate their effectiveness on 26 typical department chair duties. They employed principal 
components analysis and determined four generalized roles for department chairs: Leader, 
Scholar, Faculty Developer, and Manager. Carroll and Gmelch (1992) suggested that 
individual department chairs emphasized one role over the other, given their personal 
attributes and social pressures. Their results showed how role conflict is introduced into the 
department chair job when the requirement is to perform all roles while inherently favoring 
one.
Despite the considerable amount of research on department chair roles, in four-year 
colleges and universities, significantly less attention has been paid to department chairs 
working in American community colleges. In one of only a few studies involving 
community colleges, Samuels (as cited in Tucker, 1992) determined that while university 
and community college department chairs rated many of the same role responsibilities as 
very important, the groups differed in some regards. For instance, while department chairs 
in all settings rated fostering of good teaching and maintenance of faculty morale as most 
important, community college department chairs rated providing for the flow of 
information to the faculty and dealing with unsatisfactory performance considerably higher 
than university department chairs did, and university department chairs rated evaluation of 
faculty for raises and encouragement of faculty to participate actively in professional 
meetings considerably higher than community college department chairs did. Another 
exception is provided by Seagren et al. (1994), who conducted a thorough survey study of 
community college department chairs. In their study, interpersonal, administrator, and 
leader roles were determined via factor analysis. However, these roles were not derived 
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from role theory, thus limiting the ability of the researchers to explain these roles from a 
theoretical perspective.
All of these studies aid in understanding the job functions of department chairs, the 
possible roles they take on, and the tensions they endure. However, the vast majority of 
existing research on department chairs has asked the department chairs themselves to self-
report on their behaviors and perspectives, that is, the chairs were the ones surveyed or 
otherwise investigated. Accordingly, the available body of scholarly literature yields an 
incomplete understanding of the roles and expectations of department chairs. Even though 
faculty and chief academic officers are the primary stakeholders in chair performance, and 
even though faculty and chief academic officers may have a significant influence on 
department chairs, few studies have attempted to elucidate what these groups actually 
expect of department chairs. A rare example of this type of research is provided by Murry, 
Jr. and Stauffacher (2001). Operating under the premise that deans, chairs, and faculty view 
chair effectiveness from their individual frames of reference, Murry, Jr., and Stauffacher 
surveyed deans, chairs, and faculty at 37 Research II institutions regarding 58 desirable 
skills and behaviors for successful department administration. However, their findings were 
largely non-conclusive. Another example of research that considers the role set of 
department chairs is Ferst’s doctoral dissertation (2002). Using Carroll and Gmelch’s 
survey instrument and classification scheme (1992), Ferst attempted to discern whether 
there was agreement among faculty, chairs, and deans regarding the importance of various 
department chair duties at one public Carnegie Council Research I institution in the 
northeastern United States. Ferst showed that at that Research I institution, faculty, chairs, 
and deans did not agree on the relative importance of all chair duties, and that in fact, that 
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faculty, chairs, and deans may actually have preferred different role types. Faculty 
appeared to prefer Leader chairs, chairs appeared to prefer the Scholar role, and deans 
seemed to prefer Faculty Developer roles.
Three gaps emerge in the literature. First, Tucker (1992) reported that there are 
approximately 27,000 community college department chairs working in the United States. 
He stated that some of the many department chair job functions, and by extension, 
department chair job roles and expectations, were different from those in four-year colleges 
and universities. However, the literature shows very little research that explores or explains 
community college department chair roles and expectations. A second gap in the literature 
is that the unit of study in department chair research, regardless of institution type, is 
almost always the department chair. While many authors (Gmelch & Burns, 1994; Gmelch 
& Gates, 1995; Hubbell & Homer, 1997; Moses & Roe, 1990; Roach, 1976) delineate the 
conflict in the department chair role in terms of faculty expectations versus senior 
administrator expectations, few studies have specifically enumerated these assumed 
contradictory expectations from the points of view of faculty and chief academic officers. 
Finally, an explicit, sound connection has not been made between role theory and the study 
of community college department chairs. The proposed study uses the framework of role 
theory to both determine community college department chair roles and then analyze 
results.
The Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this survey study was twofold. In Phase I, community college 
department chair role factors were determined. Using ratings of importance reported by a 
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sample of Illinois public community college department chairs on a modified version of 
Carroll and Gmelch’s (1992) department chair duty questionnaire, principal components 
analysis was employed to determine an underlying factor structure. These factors were 
regarded as roles, and subsequently analyzed in the context of role theory. Related to this, it 
was also determined whether the importance placed on department chair role factors varies 
by academic discipline, departmental disciplinary composition, size of department, length 
of service as chair, whether the chair was elected by faculty or selected by administration, 
number of years served as a full-time faculty member prior to becoming department chair, 
and teaching load. Second, whether role conflict exists in the Illinois public community 
college department chair job was determined. This was accomplished by analyzing data 
acquired with the modified Carroll and Gmelch (1992) Department Chair duty scale, 
previously developed scales of role conflict (Rizzo, House, & Lirtzman, 1970), and role 
overload (Netemeyer, Burton, & Johnston, 1995), and a new scale (Department Chair 
Relative Time Scale, DCRTS) developed by this researcher for this study. Related to these 
purposes, Phase II determined whether community college faculty, department chairs, and 
the chief academic officer at one Illinois public community college rate similarly or 
differently the importance of the role factors determined in Phase I. It was further 
determined whether the importance placed on these role factors at this one community 
college vary by departmental disciplinary composition or respondent’s length of service. 
The seven Phase I and Phase II research questions were the focus of the study follow.
Research Questions: Phase I
1. What level of importance do Illinois public community college department chairs 
attribute to 21 duties performed by department chairs?
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2. Based on the importance attributed to these 21 duties and using principal 
components analysis, what factors determine department chair roles for Illinois 
public community college department chairs?
3. Do the community college department chair role factors vary by the department 
chair’s 
a. academic discipline, 
b. department disciplinary composition, 
c. size of department, 
d. length of service as chair, 
e. whether the chair was elected by faculty or selected by administration, 
f. number of years served as a full-time faculty member before becoming chair, or 
g. their teaching load while serving as department chair.
4. What level of importance do Illinois public community college chief academic 
officers attribute to 21 duties performed by department chairs? 
5. Does role conflict exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair?
a. Does role conflict exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as measured by a difference in department chair and chief 
academic officer ratings of importance on role factors using the modified 
Carroll and Gmelch (1992) Department Chair Duty Scale?
b. Does role conflict exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as measured by Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman’s (1970) Role 
Conflict Scale?
c. Does role overload exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as measured by Netemeyer, Burton, and Johnston’s (1995) 
Role Overload Scale?
d. Does role overload exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as measured by the Department Chair Relative Time Scale?
e. Does role overload exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as measured by the summative measure on the Department 
Chair Relative Time Scale?
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f. Does role conflict exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as observed in the relationship of department chair responses 
on the modified Carroll and Gmelch (1992) Department Chair Duty Scale and 
the Department Chair Relative Time Scale?
Research Questions: Phase II (Exploratory Study)
6.  Do department chairs attribute different importance to the department chair role 
factors when compared to full-time faculty, part-time faculty, and the chief 
academic officer at one Illinois public community college? 
 
7. Is there a relationship between the ratings of importance for each department chair 
role factor and (a) department disciplinary composition or (b) length of service at 
one Illinois public community college?
Significance of the Research
This research contributes to the knowledge base in a variety of ways. First, this 
research contributes to the literature on community college department chairs. The amount 
of community college department chair literature is appreciably smaller than that of 
university department chairs. For instance, the most oft-cited references on the department 
chair in higher education, Gmelch and Miskin (2004), Hoyt and Spangler (1979), 
McLaughlin, Montgomory, and Malpass (1975), Moses and Roe (1990), and Tucker (1981, 
1992), all emphasized the department chair in the university setting. Among other cited 
researchers, only Seagren et al. (1994) focused on community college department chairs. 
While university and community college department chairs have many similar job 
responsibilities, the job settings are appreciably different. By using a modified version of 
Carroll and Gmelch’s (1992) department chair duty survey instrument, some comparison of 
department chair roles may be made between university and community college settings.
Second, this research used the framework of role theory to determine community 
college department chair role types, an apparent first in the literature. Many authors report 
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chair roles; examples include McLaughlin et al. (1975), Smart and Elton (1976), and 
Seagren et al. (1994), but their roles are not rooted in role theory. Only rarely has the 
language and framework of role theory been applied to research on community college 
academic department chairs. Samuel (1984) evoked role theory in his framing of the 
conflicts and ambiguity in the community college department chair job, but his research did 
not yield specific roles that department chairs assume. Carroll and Gmelch (1992) placed 
their determined role types for department chairs in the context of role theory, and 
determined chair roles of Leader, Scholar, Faculty Developer, and Manager. However, 
Carroll and Gmelch (1992) studied only university department chairs. This research uses 
role theory as the foundation to explore role conflict in the academic department chair job 
in community colleges. Ultimately, role theory-based role types of community college 
department chairs are reported. This research may provide better defined roles for 
community college department chairs as well as identify specific sources of role conflict 
for community college department chairs that may provide a foundation for future research 
in this area.
Third, research that compares expectations of department chairs across the 
department chair role set of faculty, department chairs, and chief academic officers is 
uncommon. For example, the literature showed only three studies: Samuels (1984), who 
compared the importance and quality of performance placed on management activities by 
community college chief academic officers and department chairs in Florida public 
community colleges; Murry, Jr. and Stauffacher (2001), who attempted to elucidate the 
skills and behaviors that deans, department chairs, and faculty think determine department 
chair effectiveness in the university setting; and Ferst (2002), who compared ratings of 
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importance as reported by faculty, department chairs, and deans at one university on 
Carroll and Gmelch’s (1992) typical 26 department chair duties. It appears that not since 
Samuels (1984), who examined differences in perceptions between department chairs and 
chief academic officers specifically on managerial tasks, has research been conducted in 
the community college on the department chair role set. Unlike the exploratory portion of 
this study, Samuels (1984) did not explore the perceptions of faculty.
Finally, by illuminating conflicts inherent in department chairs’ roles, this research 
will contribute to better preparation and guidance of community college department chairs. 
Strikingly, most community college department chairs have had very little academic 
preparation for their administrative roles (Gillett-Karam, 1999b; Hecht, Higgerson, 
Gmelch, & Tucker, 1999). Most often elected or selected directly from faculty ranks at the 
same school, department chairs come to their status as a result of the personal and 
professional respect of their faculty peers, not as a result of administrative training or 
experience (Hecht et al., 1999; McLaughlin et al., 1975; Tucker 1981). Graham and Benoit 
(2004) point out that faculty who become chairs must employ a completely different skill 
set from that needed to succeed in the faculty ranks. This transition is further complicated if 
new chairs are not aware of implicit role conflicts waiting for them in their new job. 
Nevertheless, very little is done to prepare most department chairs for their work (Hecht et 
al., 1999). Community college professional organizations offer various training 
opportunities for potential presidents and other executive leaders, but department chairs 
have often been neglected. Unlike the private sector, which invests heavily in training 
middle managers, Filan (1999) reported that community colleges devote minimal or no 
funds at all to train the key player in the effective functionin of community college 
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academic programs: the department chair. Gillett-Karam (1999a) additionally reported that 
community college presidents are aware that faculty are often not interested in becoming 
department chairs, but that well-trained, informed chairs are critical for community 
colleges’ academic program success. Indeed, lack of appropriate preparation and training 
may result in chairs not being aware of the many complex roles they must take on and the 
tensions in those roles; this in turn may contribute to chair stress (Gmelch & Burns, 1993) 
and burnout (Gillett-Kaream, 1999b). This study will contribute to the knowledge base 
specific sources of role conflict and role overload for public community college department 
chairs in Illinois. In turn, professional development opportunities for potential and new 
department chairs may highlight the likelihood of these conflicts, and equip potential and 
new chairs to handle them in ways that reduce the chances of personal stress and burnout.
Definition of Terms
Activity: A potential behavior that a status holder may undertake. 
(Kahn et al., 1964)
Chief Academic Officer: The highest executive leader on campus to whom all 
persons involved with academic affairs are responsible 
and to whom department chairs almost always report 
(Cohen & Brawer, 1996). There is usually only one 
person having this job responsibility for each community 
college. Titles vary by college: Academic Vice 
President, Vice President for Academic Affairs and 
Student Development, Vice President for Instructional 
Services, and many more. In this study, the singular term 
“chief academic officer” will represent this administrator 
regardless of specific campus title.
Department chair: The administrator of an academic unit and primary 
representative of that unit to internal and external 
entities. In community colleges, departments are most 
often comprises multiple related academic disciplines 
rather than just a single discipline (Cohen & Brawer, 
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1996). The title of the administrator who represents these 
groupings of related disciplines varies across Illinois 
community college campuses but includes titles such as 
associate dean and division chair. In this study, the 
singular term “department chair” will represent this 
administrator, regardless of specific campus title.
Duty: Specific job obligation performed by one of a certain 
status. Carroll and Gmelch (1992, 1994) favored this 
term that appears to be synonymous with activity
Full-time faculty: Teaching faculty who have full-time contracts, 
regardless of tenure or title.
Part-time faculty: Teaching faculty who have part-time contracts.
Role: Activities, or potential behaviors, that are performed by 
one of a certain status. (Kahn et al., 1964)
Role conflict: The result of individuals in a role set in the same 
organization having different role expectations of the 
very same individual. (Kahn et al., 1964)
Role expectations: The prescriptions and proscriptions held by members of 
a role set (p. 14, Kahn et al., 1964)
Role overload: A status holder’s inability to comply with all sent role 
pressures, even if all of the role pressures are deemed 
legitimate by the status holder. (Kahn et al., 1964)
Role pressures: The result of members of the role set communicating 
expectations for potential behavior to the status holder. 
(Kahn et al., 1964)
Role set: An individual’s immediate supervisor, subordinates, and 
other individuals with whom the status holder must work 
closely. (Kahn et al., 1964)
Status: A social position that an individual occupies. (Biddle, 
1986)
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Limitations of the Research
The research had a number of limitations. First, the roles that were determined for 
community college department chairs were limited to public community colleges in 
Illinois. Second, these roles were limited by the 21 duties they comprise. That is, the ability 
of the determined role factors to describe the totality of community college department 
chair job functions was limited by the comprehensiveness of the 21 duties. Third, the 
incomplete department chair role set was studied at the state level. That is, department 
chairs and chief academic officers, but not faculty, were examined in the framework of role 
conflict. Accordingly, this study provides only a partial examination of role conflict, as the 
complete role set is voluminous and infeasible to study. Phase II of the research, the 
exploratory study, does include all members of the department chair role set. However, the 
research was limited because the complete role set was studied at only one public 
community college in Illinois. Therefore, generalizability to other institutions is not 
possible. A description of the selected community college is provided in Chapter 3 to 
afford readers opportunity for appropriate transferability. Finally, the data collected for this 
study was self-reported, and this may limit the reliability of the data.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
The literature review begins with an introduction to role theory, which provides a 
framework with which to describe and analyze the behaviors and expectations associated 
with a social role, such as department chair. Organizational role theory is emphasized 
because in it, individuals are viewed through the variety of roles they play in a particular 
organization. It speaks to the role conflicts individuals likely encounter in their jobs. The 
limitations of role theory are discussed. Next, an overview of the history and organization 
of the community college is provided. A special treatment of the development and 
composition of academic departments is given, followed by a description of the job 
functions that a department chair may be expected to perform within such a department. 
Special attention is paid to community colleges. Stress in the department chair job, 
including both temporal stressors as well as the positional tension of the department chair 
sandwiched between faculty and central administration, is discussed. Next, a number of 
watershed and very frequently cited studies regarding department chair roles are critiqued. 
While advancing a research-based understanding of the department chair job and setting 
the stage for future research, these studies did not provide a rigorous examination of 
department chair roles in the theoretical sense. Three references that do provide a 
theoretical perspective are discussed at length: Carroll and Gmelch (1992), who determined 
department chair typology in a manner strongly influenced by organizational role theory, 
Carroll and Gmelch (1994), who researched the importance that department chairs place on 
particular job duties, and Ferst (2002), who extended Carroll and Gmelch’s work to 
research the importance that faculty, department chairs, and deans at one university place 
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on department chair duties. Ferst’s dissertation offers an avenue to study role conflict in the 
department chair’s job, and therefore provides a valuable foundation for the proposed 
research.
Role Theory 
Role theory is the study of the predictability of expected human behavior given a 
certain social identity, called status, in a given situation (Biddle, 1986). It is one of the most 
popular ideas in the social sciences. In the mid 1980s, Biddle found that at least ten percent 
of articles published in sociological journals had used the concept of role (Biddle, 1986). 
These articles were complimented by a number of volumes dedicated to role theory 
(Biddle, 1961; Biddle, 1979; Biddle & Thomas, 1966; Gross, Mason, & McEachern, 1958; 
Kahn et al., 1964) as well as many applications of role theory in sociology and social 
psychology texts.
In its broadest sense, role theory postulates that people behave in different but 
predictable ways, given their social identities and the situation (Biddle, 1986). Biddle 
observed that role theory concerns itself with three concepts: patterns and characteristic 
social behaviors, identities that are assumed by social participants, and expectations for 
behavior that are understood by people and obeyed. These three areas are most frequently 
referred to as role, social position, and expectation.
Despite presence of the term in the literature, a single, precise definition of role 
theory cannot be reported. Biddle (1986) reports that confusion started in the 1930s, when 
the earliest role theory proponents applied the theatrical metaphor of role in different ways. 
This non-standardization of the term role has continued to the modern era. Biddle (1979) 
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and Burt (1982) use role to indicate characteristic behaviors. Winship and Mandel (1983) 
use the term role to designate social parts played. Other researchers, such as Bates and 
Harvey (1975) and Zurcher (1983) instead use role to describe expectations for social 
conduct. 
Biddle (1986) reports additional non-standardization in role theory because role 
theorists disagree about what causes people to have expectations. For instance, some 
theorists believe that expectations are the result of norms; other theorists assume 
expectations are the result of beliefs; and still other theorists consider expectations rooted 
in preferences. As a consequence of these disagreements, five major role theory 
perspectives have developed. Functional role theory describes the characteristic behaviors 
of people in social positions in a stable social system. Rooted in the works of Linton (1936) 
but formalized by Parsons (1951), roles are “conceived as the shared, normative 
expectations that prescribe and explain these behaviors” (Biddle, 1986, p. 70). Second, 
symbolic interactionist role theory has contributed to the understanding of informal 
interactions. Beginning with Mead (1934), this theory ascribes roles to the understanding of 
the participant experiencing norms, attitudes, and demands of ever-changing situations. 
Third, structural role theory also has its roots in Linton (1936), but its distinctive, 
mathematically expressed role relationships are attributed to the works of Burt (1976, 
1982), Mandel (1983), White (1976), and Winship and Mandel (1983). This theory focuses 
on the social environment, not the individual, and studies sets of persons who share the 
same patterned behaviors within a set social structure. Fourth, cognitive role theory 
emphasizes relationships between role expectations and behavior. The most robust of the 
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theories, this theory is associated with social psychology and has spawned a number of 
subfields.
The fifth theory perspective, organizational role theory, is the most relevant 
framework with which to conceptualize this researcher’s work. One of the seminal works 
in organizational role theory is Organizational Stress: Studies in Role Conflict and 
Ambiguity (Kahn et al., 1964). Kahn et al. first define the environment for their theory, 
namely, formal organizations and groups. They continue by formally defining organization 
as a bounded system that is determined by the behaviors and relationships of those in it, for 
example, a community college. Given this, the motivated acts of individuals are of import. 
Kahn et al. (1964) provided definitions essential for understanding their theory. 
Role is simply activities, or potential behaviors, that are performed by one of a certain 
status. Role set is the individual’s immediate supervisor, subordinates, and other 
individuals with whom the status holder must work closely. Because members of the role 
set have a stake in the status holder’s performance, they develop beliefs and attitudes about 
roles that should and should not be performed. Given this, the term role expectations may 
then be defined as “the prescriptions and proscriptions held by members of a role set” (p. 
14). Given the variety of similar terms with varying definitions in the literature, these 
particular definitions are adopted for the current research for purposes of both consistency 
and relevancy.
According to Kahn et al. (1964), the “crucial” (p. 15) point of their theoretical view 
is “that the activities (potential behaviors) [sic] which define a role consist of the 
expectations of members of the role set, and that these expectations are communicated or 
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‘sent’ to the focal person” (p. 15). They state that sent roles are not merely informational, 
but are also influential. These communications are termed role pressures.
Just as role pressures are sent, they are received by the status holder. The received 
role, however, is shaped by the status holder’s perception of what was sent, and it is the 
received role that most immediately influences the status holder’s action. Kahn et al. 
(1964) refer to this interaction of sent and received message as role forces. These 
theoretical underpinnings point to an evident tension. Individuals in a role set in the same 
organization may have different role expectations of the very same individual. This is 
called role conflict. 
Role Conflict
Organizational role theory provides a conceptual framework for studying 
individuals working closely with one another within an organization such as a community 
college. Kahn et al. (1964) offer well-defined terminology and theory to describe a) how 
workers expect others in their organization to behave and b) how those behavior 
expectations are sent. However, members of a role set may receive competing role 
expectations. This is commonly known as role conflict. Kahn et al. describe role conflict as 
follows:
Members of a role set exert role pressures to change the behavior of a focal person. 
When such pressures are generated and “sent,” they do not enter an otherwise 
empty field; the focal person is already in role, already behaving, already 
maintaining some kind of equilibrium among the disparate forces and motive which 
he experiences. (p. 21)
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Kahn et al. (1964) provide a theoretical model of a role episode, a complete cycle 
of role sending, response by the status holder, and the effects of that response on the role 
sender. Figure 1 depicts their model of the role episode.
Figure 1. A model of a role episode. Adapted from Kahn et al. (1964), p. 26.
The role episode begins with the expectations that are held by role senders about 
the status holder’s behavior. The status holder is the individual being studied in an 
organization who has a particular job title, for instance a manager, while the role sender is 
an employee in the status holder’s role set, typically subordinate or superior to that status 
holder. If the status holder’s perceived behaviors are not congruent with the expected 
behaviors, the role sender thus experiences role conflict and exerts role pressures to bring 
the expectations and perceptions into alignment. The status holder in turn receives these 
role pressures, and processes them in terms of both his or her perceptions of the role 
senders as well his or her experience in the situation. The status holder may also experience 
role ambiguity; this concept is described later in the chapter. Role pressure elicits some 
response from the status holder, and this response in turn is communicated back to the role 
senders. The process is therefore cyclic. The status holder’s response is fed back to the role 
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senders in a manner that may reinforce or alter role expectations. The role senders then 
again exert role pressure on the status holder in response to this new perception.
The role episode is part of the Kahn et al. (1964) larger model of factors involved in 
adjustment to role conflict and ambiguity. Figure 2 depicts this model:
Figure 2. A model of factors involved in adjustment to role conflict and ambiguity. 
Adapted from Kahn et al. (1964).
This model expands on the role episode by including the organizational antecedents 
of roles, as well as personality factors and interpersonal relations. Kahn et al. (1964) stated 
that the role expectations held by members of a role set are determined in part by the 
organizational context. The size of the organization, the status levels within it, the type of 
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service or product the organization produces, and other similar variables are represented in 
the organizational circle (A). The arrow between circle (A) and role senders indicates a 
causal relationship between organizational variables and the role expectations and 
pressures that role senders exert on the status holder. Also included in this model is the 
belief of Kahn et al (1964) that the responses provided by status holders are determined by 
personality factors, circle (B), and interpersonal relations, circle (C). Included in 
personality factors are the ways status holders communicate responses in order to facilitate 
certain types of responses from role senders. Also included the belief of Kahn et al.(1964) 
that different role senders will receive responses in different ways owing to their own 
personalities; this in turn elicits different responses from the role senders. Interpersonal 
factors included in circle (C) are somewhat similar to personality factors, but also take into 
consideration social structure and life experiences. Included are dimensions such as ability 
to influence, affective bonds such as respect, dependence on one another, and style of 
communication. Kahn et al. (1964) give the example of how these dimensions would vary 
depending on whether the status holder was the superior or subordinate of the role sender. 
With this model, the role episode is no longer considered a unique event in isolation, but 
rather an event within the “enduring states of the organization, the person, and the 
interpersonal relations between focal person [status holder] and role senders” (p. 31).
Kahn et al. (1964) identified four types of role conflict. Intra-sender conflict occurs 
when a single member of the role set sends incompatible messages. An example is a chief 
academic officer requesting that a new academic program be started in a department but 
providing no additional money to pay for new faculty, space, or equipment. Inter-sender 
conflict occurs when different members of the same role set exert opposite pressures. An 
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example is a chief academic officer wishing faculty to be on campus 40 hours a week but 
faculty desiring to manage their out of class time as they see fit. Inter-role conflict occurs 
when membership in one role set conflicts with membership in another role set. An 
example is a department chair having to choose between attending an evening awards 
ceremony for departmental students and attending his or her own child’s sporting event. 
Finally, person-role conflict occurs when requirements of the role violate one’s own moral 
values. An example is a department chair being asked to remove a student from a class for 
not attending even though the chair believes the student’s reasons for not attending were 
valid. Intra-sender, inter-sender, and inter-role conflicts are all types of sent role conflict, 
while person-role conflict is experienced internally by one member of the role set.
Kahn (1975) reviewed his group’s previous research work (Kahn et al., 1964). He 
noted that those of certain statuses were more likely to experience role conflict than others. 
He found that individuals who were in supervisory and managerial positions were more 
likely to experience role conflict than those in non-supervisory jobs. About half of those he 
studied reported being “caught in the middle” between two conflicting persons or factions. 
Kahn (1975) found that of those caught in the middle, 90% reported the conflicts were 
hierarchical in nature, meaning those above and below the status holder on the 
organizational chart, not peers, were the sources of the conflict, not peers. As will be 
highlighted later in the chapter, the community college department chair is a status that 
falls into these noted categories.
Beyond Role Conflict
Role conflict is but one element of organizational role theory. Role ambiguity is a 
related concept that is very often explored along with role conflict in the literature, 
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although they are two distinct constructs (Jackson & Schuler, 1985). Another element of 
role theory is role overload. Taken together, role conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload 
have been identified as antecedents of job-related outcomes and behaviors. These concepts 
are now explored.
Kahn et al. (1964) differentiated role ambiguity from role conflict by contrasting 
the two concepts. They noted that role conflict could be thought of as a lack of agreement 
among role senders, resulting in role expectations that are subsequently deemed 
incompatible by the status holder. In contrast, role ambiguity is aligned with availability of 
information to the status holder. Kahn et al. (1964) explained that clear and consistent 
communication to a status holder about the role requirements of a position in an 
organization is required for that person to perform the job adequately. The degree to which 
information is lacking determines the degree to which the status holder experiences role 
ambiguity. Put more simply, role ambiguity may be described as workers not knowing 
what they are “supposed” to do.
In a later publication, Kahn (1975) noted that when Kahn et al. (1964) set out to 
study role conflict, they did not anticipate that a dominant form of reported conflict would 
be temporally incompatible demands. This led Kahn et al. (1964) to introduce the concept 
of role overload. As the name suggests, role overload occurs when a status holder cannot 
comply with all sent role pressures, even if all of the role pressures are deemed legitimate 
by the status holder. Of note is that this construct introduces the element of time, as the 
status holder must determine which role pressures to comply with, and which role pressures 
to set aside and address at a later time. Kahn et al. (1964) observed that role overload 
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contains aspects of both inter-sender role conflict and person-role conflict, and therefore is 
a complex concept.
The research of Kahn et al. (1964) ultimately revealed that role conflict and role 
ambiguity are prevalent stressors in organizations. They determined that role conflict for 
the status holder resulted in low job satisfaction, low confidence in the organization, and a 
high degree of job-related tension. They found that one of the dominant forms of role 
conflict was role overload. Similarly, they determined that role ambiguity for the status 
holder resulted in low job satisfaction, low self-confidence, a high sense of futility, and a 
high degree of job-related tension. Kahn et al. (1964) concluded that role conflict and role 
ambiguity were inevitable in organizations, but that the issue was the “containment of these 
conditions at levels and in forms which are at least humane, tolerable, and low in cost, and 
which at best might be positive in contribution to individual and organization” (p. 387). 
Kahn et al. (1964) determined that role conflict, role overload, and role ambiguity 
were stressors. More recent research has specifically examined the function of these role 
perception variables on job-related outcomes. By 1995, four models of role perception 
consequences had been proposed (Netemeyer et al., 1995). The four models had in 
common role conflict and role ambiguity as antecedents to the job outcomes of job 
satisfaction, intention to leave, and turnover. The models varied in the inclusion of role 
overload as an antecedent and the inclusion of job outcomes of tension and organizational 
commitment, as well as the specific relationships between the variables.
Of particular interest is the work of Netemeyer et al. (1995). They compared these 
four models using a nested-models approach and subsequently suggested a revised model 
of role perception consequences. Specifically, 209 members of a field sales force of a 
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major consumer goods firm were contacted and asked to respond to six separate scales in 
order to measure role conflict, role ambiguity, role overload, job tension, job satisfaction, 
job commitment, and intention to leave. A response rate of 87% yielded 181 participants. 
The number of turnovers was determined one year later. Then, Netemeyer et al. (1995) 
used Structural Equation Modeling to assess the predictive relationships between these 
variables. The resultant model is given in Figure 3.
Figure 3. Netemeyer, Burton, and Johnston’s (1995) revised model of the consequences of 
role perception variables. Adapted from Netemeyer et al. (1995).
The exogenous variables are role conflict, role ambiguity, and role overload. While 
role overload does not influence any of the endogenous variables, it is interesting to note 
how strongly it correlates with role conflict. This supports the observation of Kahn et al 
(1964) that role overload is an interaction of types of role conflict. Role conflict strongly 
influences tension. As will be discussed later in this chapter, tension has often been 
associated with the academic department chair job: that role conflict has a strong impact on 
tension is therefore of special import. Role conflict also has a strong negative influence on 
job satisfaction. In turn, job satisfaction strongly impacts organizational commitment, and 
organizational commitment negatively influences intention to leave. Interestingly, role 
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ambiguity has no direct influence on tension, and rather weak influence on the variables of 
job satisfaction and organizational commitment. Accordingly, it appears that role conflict is 
a particularly important variable to study to understand job tension and other job outcomes.
Limitations of Role Theory
As has been noted, role theory is a framework in the social sciences often employed 
to study the predictability of human behavior in a given situation. Biddle (1986) noted that 
at least ten percent of articles published in sociological journals in the mid-1980s had used 
the concept of role. But role theory is not without its critics.
 The major tenet of role theory is the presence and influence of the larger society in 
which interactions take place. Biddle (1986) points to three underlying concepts of role 
theory: that there are patterned social behaviors called roles, that there are parts called 
social positions to be assumed by social participants called, and that there are scripts for 
behavior understood and adhered to called expectations. Stryker and Statham (1985) more 
critically point out that role theory posits that people simply act out scripts written by the 
culture. These expected acts have previously been institutionalized and passed on through 
socialization. Stryker and Statham (1985) criticize role theory for its inability to 
conceptualize the varying degrees to which expectations and behaviors can be altered given 
different circumstances, and how, taken together, these small alterations can alter an entire 
social structure.
Symbolic interactionism is a social psychological theory that attempts to explain 
interpersonal relationships (Eshleman, 1969). Specifically, symbolic interactionism is used 
as a framework to study the process of socialization and the development of personality. In 
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contrast to role theory, symbolic interactionism focuses on understanding the variations in 
social life. Interestingly, symbolic interactionism shares terms, and, to some extent, the 
meanings of these terms with role theory. For instance, symbolic interactionists define 
status as a position in the social structure, roles are sets of norms or expectations that are 
associated with statuses, and role conflict occurs when these expectations are not 
consistent. However, symbolic interactionism asserts the presence of significant others, or 
persons directly responsible for the internalization of norms. These significant others not 
only model expectations, but they also model meanings and values. And so, the social self 
is constructed. As an individual observes and internalizes the expectations, meanings, and 
values of significant others, the social self emerges. In turn, an individual’s personality is 
constructed. According to symbolic interactionism, personality comprises the individual’s 
self-concepts as well as their predispositions to act on these self-concepts. As socialization 
is a lifetime process, personality shaping is ongoing and continues through a lifetime 
(Eshleman, 1969).
While also critical of symbolic interactionism, Stryker and Statham (1985) suggest 
that an integration of role theory and symbolic interactionism would yield a stronger 
framework to study the socialization process and the development of personality. Stryker 
and Statham (1985) offer that symbolic interactionism’s weakness, namely its inadequate 
conceptualization of the constraints of society and its actors, are exactly role theory’s 
strengths. They also contend that symbolic interactionism’s strength, namely its “ability to 
conceptualize social actors who can construct their lines of action individually and 
cooperatively and who can also alter the social structural conditions in which they act” (p. 
313), addresses role theory’s weakness. Stryker and Statham (1985) view both 
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frameworks’ use of the concept role as a point of integration: role theorists use role to 
describe social structure, and symbolic interactionists use role to describe the social person. 
However, they acknowledge that incorporating the wide variety of possible human actions 
into a more defined social science theory would be a very difficult undertaking.
It is clear from Stryker and Statham’s (1985) writings that role theory is limited by 
its inability to take into account the ability of an individual to act differently from 
expectations. Kahn et al. (1964) argued that to understand the conflict in a role, the 
expectations and pressures on a status holder must be considered; certainly Kahn et al. did 
not consider the almost infinite number of social expectations and pressures that could be 
exerted by significant others on status holders. However, Kahn et al. did acknowledge the 
influence of the status holder’s personality factors and interpersonal relations on his or her 
ability to send messages back to role senders, as previously discussed (see Figure 2). While 
not perfect, organizational role theory does provide an adequate and relevant framework 
for studying community college department chairs within their community college 
organization, and particularly within the role set of faculty, department chairs, and chief 
academic officer. Role theory provides a means to understand role conflict in the 
department chair job. Future research may build on this study’s organization-centric 
exploration of role conflict and also consider the expectations, meanings, and values 
exerted on department chairs by significant others within and external to the community 
college organization.
Given this selection of organizational role theory as the theoretical framework, it is 
appropriate to establish the organization of community colleges. A treatment of the history 
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of the community college department chair position as well as modern job functions of the 
community college department chair are also in order.
History and Organization of Community Colleges
The history of the American community college dates to the earliest part of the 20th 
century. Among the social forces contributing to the rise of this form of higher education 
were prolonged adolescence, the needs for skilled workers, and the drive for social equality 
(Cohen & Brawer, 1996). Cohen and Brawer (1996) write that the strongest force, 
however, was the American belief that all individuals should have the opportunity to reach 
their greatest potential.
The American community college was born of two storied parents: higher 
education and secondary education (Gleazer, 1968). At the turn of the last century, William 
Rainey Harper, President of the University of Chicago, along with university presidents 
from the University of Michigan, University of Minnesota, Stanford University, and the 
University of California at Berkeley, advocated for a university model based on the 
German system, where the first two years of higher education were placed in an institution 
separate from the university. Harper collaborated Stanley Brown, principal of Joliet High 
School in Joliet, Illinois, to add two years to Joliet’s existing high school program in 1901 
(Vaughan, 1982). Later named Joliet Junior College, the stated purpose of this arrangement 
was to provide a college education to individuals who wished to remain in their community 
(Joliet Junior College, n.d.). Harper is viewed as the father of the community college, and 
Joliet Junior College as the first community college (Vaughan, 1982).
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In 1907, California passed legislation authorizing high schools to offer postgraduate 
education equivalent to the first two years of college. Later legislation provided funding 
and organization, and by 1921, California was viewed as having a system in place that 
sanctioned and supported the concept of providing higher education in local communities. 
The California laws and enactment of those laws would become models for community 
college systems in many other states (Vaughan, 1982).
With only 38 delegates, the American Association of Junior Colleges (AAJC) was 
founded in St. Louis, Missouri, in 1920 (Vaughan, 1982). The initial years of AAJC found 
members struggling to promote the notion of local junior colleges to a larger audience. 
Notable infighting occurred among AAJC members as they struggled to reconcile whether 
junior colleges should promote instruction in the vocations or instruction that takes the 
place of the first two years of university. However, a two-track vocational/transfer 
curriculum gained acceptance during the Great Depression, when junior college enrollment 
grew as more people graduated from high school but were unable to find work (Drury, 
2003). By 1940, 575 junior colleges existed in the United States (Phillippe, 2000). In 
Illinois in 1940, 12 public junior colleges existed: all were associated with high school 
districts (Smith, 1980). Tillery and Deegan (1985), who described four generations of 
community college development, characterized this era of junior/community college 
development as the extension of high school. 
After World War II, two actions of the federal government laid the groundwork for 
the growth and distinctive mission of community colleges. First, the Serviceman’s 
Readjustment Act removed financial barriers to higher education for millions of returning 
veterans (Vaughan, 1982). For example, in Illinois, three public junior colleges and two 
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extensions of the University of Illinois opened in 1946 to accommodate the influx of new 
students. The University of Illinois extensions were converted to public junior colleges in 
1949 (Smith, 1980). Second, the 1947 President’s Commission on Higher Education for 
American Democracy called for a removal of barriers to higher education and the creation 
of a national network of “community” colleges. Among other charges, these community 
colleges would, at no tuition, offer technical and liberal arts education, serve as cultural 
centers and community centers of learning, and emphasize civic engagement (Zook, 1947). 
Tillery and Deegan (1985) labeled this generation of community college development as 
the junior college era. In addition to the beginning of organizational dissociation from high 
schools, this time frame featured increased emphasis on general education, student 
services, and vocational education. 
It took until the 1960s, however, until a variety of social movements and the 
availability of student-based financial aid permitted the community college movement to 
flourish. In this time period, higher education became viewed as a right rather than a 
privilege: women, minorities, and those from low socioeconomic segments entered higher 
education in record numbers. Community colleges embraced an open door philosophy, 
meaning that that all students who could benefit from higher education were accepted into 
the institution (Vaughan, 1980). Indeed: 428 new community colleges were established in 
the United States during the 1960s, and by 1970, the 1,091 American community colleges 
were serving 2.3 million credit students (Phillippe, 2000). In Illinois, the Junior College 
Act of 1965 placed public community colleges under the jurisdiction of the Illinois Board 
of Higher Education rather than local school districts, and provided for significant state and 
local financial support for building and operating community colleges (Lach, 1998). 
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Between 1965 and 1970, 16 Illinois public community colleges were established, while 20 
others reorganized (Hardin, 1975). Tillery and Deegan (1985) described the emergence of 
community colleges in this era as something distinct from an “overgrown junior 
college” (p. 13). They noted that community colleges had distinctive types of staff, 
students, missions, and leaders than did other sectors of secondary and higher education.
In Tillery and Deegan’s final generation, called the comprehensive community 
college, encompassing 1970 to 1985, the mission of the community college expanded 
greatly. They noted the increase of non-credit courses, community service, outreach, 
collaboration with private sector entities, and other non-traditional efforts (Tillery & 
Deegan, 1985). Vaughan (1982) also noted the expansion of services beyond the traditional 
curriculum, and acknowledged the critics who began accusing the community college of 
trying to be all things to all people. By 1985, 4.5 million credit students attended 1,222 
community colleges.
Today, the multi-faceted functions of the American community college are widely 
accepted as: academic transfer, vocational-technical, continuing education, remedial 
education, and community service (Cohen & Brawer, 1996). The community college 
mission continues evolve and change, even missions that have long been associated with 
the community college. For instance, Morest (2006) recently noted the strengthening and 
diversification of vocational education in community colleges to serve the business and 
industry sectors. However, she noted that this was happening at the possible expense of 
transfer academic programs which are being sought by an ever increasing number high 
school graduates who seek affordable higher education. With 6.6 million credit students 
and approximately 5 million non-credit students enrolled in 1,195 American community 
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colleges in 2007 (American Association of Community Colleges, 2007), the dynamic 
history and mission of the community college continues on its fluid path.
Cohen and Brawer (1996) state that community colleges are social organizations 
that are arranged in a hierarchical model. Within this model, those working in community 
colleges strike compromises with one another that ultimately set the course for the 
community college. Among community college employees are faculty, department chairs, 
and chief academic officers. In keeping with the hierarchical model, Cohen and Brawer 
(1996) observed that community college faculty report to department chairs, who in turn 
report to vice presidents of instruction.
There appears to be a contradiction in Cohen and Brawer’s (1996) description of 
the organization of the community college. While they are steadfast in describing 
community colleges as hierarchical and provide evidence to this end, they also overtly 
report that community colleges are run on series of compromises. But this is not a 
contradiction: hierarchical authority does not necessary follow from hierarchical 
organization in academe (Booth, 1982). Booth (1982) writes that governing a college is 
“intrinsically different” (p. 6) from managing an organization outside of academia. He 
points to faculty valuing authority based on function and expertise rather than formal 
position. This manifests in the tradition of faculty electing or having a large role in 
selecting their superior, the department chair.
History of the Academic Department
Department chair is hereby defined as the administrator of an academic unit in 
higher education and primary representative of that unit to internal and external entities. In 
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large colleges and universities, an academic department comprises a faculty whose 
members have been trained in and who teach the same discipline, for example, chemistry 
or psychology (Hecht et al., 1999). In contrast, community college and small college 
academic departments most often comprise multiple related academic disciplines rather 
than a single discipline (Cohen & Brawer, 1996; Hecht et al., 1999). The title of the 
administrator who represents these groupings of related disciplines varies across 
community colleges and includes titles such as associate dean and division chair. In this 
study, the term “department chair” represents this administrator, regardless of specific 
campus title.
Despite the pervasiveness of the academic department chair in all sectors of 
American higher education, the post is a somewhat new phenomenon. It was not until the 
late nineteenth century that college enrollment became so great that the typical college 
president could not perform all required administrative functions. Most presidents began to 
appoint librarians and registrars in the 1880s, and deans followed in the 1890s (Hecht et al., 
1999). 
Concomitantly, it became increasingly difficult for a single faculty member to teach 
competently in multiple fields, as had been the norm for most of the history of higher 
education. This change was attributed to the rapid expansion of knowledge in this era. In 
addition, the rapidly increasing quantity of teaching and research contributed to the 
emergence of a ranked professoriate, senior and assistant professors, to manage the 
workload (Rudolph in Booth, 1982). As a consequence, faculty began to group together 
according to their disciplinary specialization or expertise. Therefore, one of the reasons 
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universities became departmentalized was to better organize and manage the rapid increase 
of knowledge (Hecht et al., 1999).
Despite the increasing bureaucracy in American universities in this era, these new 
academic departments soon commanded considerable influence and power in certain 
university functions. Initially, like librarians, registrars, and deans, department chairs were 
viewed as agents of the president’s office. Their primary responsibility was to interpret 
institutional policy at the department level. This Germanic model of the autocratic 
department chair quickly gave way, however, as faculty resisted becoming bureaucratized. 
By the early twentieth century, departments developed their own curriculum and 
determined whether students had successfully completed the curriculum well enough to be 
granted a degree. While college trustees ultimately had control over faculty hiring, the 
department’s recommendations regarding faculty hiring carried great significance in the 
hiring decision. Departments governed themselves democratically, even electing chairs on 
a rotating basis (Cohen, 1998).
Even though academic departments and their chairpersons emerged in the new 
model of higher education with a great deal of control, the departments lacked influence in 
overall university governance. This lack of influence has been attributed to departments’ 
tendency to concern themselves mostly with matters within their own academic discipline. 
This professional myopia led to departments fighting with one other for university 
resources. As a consequence, presidents and trustees retained primary control of 
institutional vision (Cohen, 1998).
Incredibly, although the complexion of higher education in the United States has 
changed considerably from the beginning of the twentieth century to the beginning of the 
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twenty-first, the general relationship between the academic department and the university 
has remained largely unchanged. Department faculty, most often acting through their 
department chair, still control curriculum development and delivery, and heavily influence 
the selection and promotion of fellow faculty. But this traditional governing system has 
been strained by the ever-broadening population of students, including women, minorities, 
and older persons, in combination with different extramural influences on the educational 
system, such as the expectation for vocational training. The size of modern universities has 
forced academic departments to yield to other administrative units decisions such as 
number of students to be admitted as well as development of new programs (Cohen, 1998). 
Even the mechanism by which individuals become department chairs has broadened. 
Today, some department chairs are appointed by deans, some are elected by faculty, and 
others come to the position through a blended selection process involving both faculty and 
deans. Department chairs may serve set terms, may be re-elected or re-selected, and in the 
case of departmentally elected chairs, may rotate through faculty members (Hecht et al., 
1999).
One of the most marked changes in American higher education in the past one 
hundred years is the rise of the public community college. Having roots in the earliest days 
of the twentieth century as a venue for the first two years of the baccalaureate curriculum, 
most modern public community colleges are comprehensive, offering instruction not only 
to students who intend to transfer after completing the first two years of a baccalaureate 
program, but also to students seeking career, developmental (remedial), general, and 
lifelong learning education. The typical academic department in the community college 
was organized for purposes very similar to those in universities, namely to permit easier 
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management of organizational units. As with university academic departments, community 
college departments have primary responsibility for curriculum development and 
recommendation of faculty hiring. Also like university departments, community college 
academic departments are characterized by caring most deeply about local concerns, 
therefore yielding institutional influence to deans and vice presidents not directly involved 
with the governance of the departments (Cohen & Brawer, 1996). Seagren et al. (1994) 
found that 17.5% of community college department chairs in the United States and Canada 
were elected by faculty, 51.8% were appointed by administration, 29.5% came to the post 
through a blended process, and 1.1% became chairs in some other manner.
 With the exception of being organized around multiple disciplines rather than just 
one, it appears that the composition and organization of community college academic 
departments is remarkably similar to academic departments at four-year colleges and 
universities. However, an important difference is ignored if part-time faculty are 
overlooked. Of all part-time instructional faculty employed in all sectors of higher 
education in 1998, 40.9% were working in public community colleges. In comparison, only 
8.6% and 7.9% of all part-time faculty were employed by public research institutions and 
private liberal arts institutions, respectively (National Center for Educational Statistics, 
2004b). Put another way, in 1998, 62.5% of teaching faculty in public two-year institutions 
were part-time faculty (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2004a; National Center 
for Educational Statistics, 2004b). Clearly, a proper description of the community college 
academic department and the department chair role set of faculty, department chair, and 
chief academic officer is accurate only if part-time faculty are considered.
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Part-time instructional faculty are an essential part of public community colleges. 
They bring specialized knowledge and real-life experience to the classroom. But they also 
help community colleges realize economic benefits, as they are paid much less than full-
time faculty, and typically receive no fringe benefits (Wallin, 2005). Drawing data from the 
restricted use National Study of Postsecondary Faculty of 1999 (NSPF-99), Akroyd and 
Caison (2005) provide the most current profile of part-time faculty in community colleges. 
Akroyd and Caison (2005) found that part-time faculty and full-time faculty were 
employed in similar proportions by age, gender, marital status, and race. Differences 
emerged in employment characteristics. Not surprisingly, 98% of full-time faculty 
considered their employment their primary job, while only 28% of part-time faculty did. 
The average total income of part-time community college faculty members was $9,976, 
while the average for full-time faculty was $48,353. However, 71% of part-time faculty 
preferred part-time employment to full-time. The majority of part-time faculty, 62.7%, 
were not eligible to join a union at their community college or one did not exist for them; in 
contrast, over half of-full time faculty were unionized.
Akroyd and Caison (2005) analyzed data from the NSPF-99 in order to better 
understand community college part-time faculty activities and attitudes. As would be 
expected, part-time faculty spend less time in office hours, doing committee work, and 
other typical faculty duties as compared to their full-time counterparts. Akroyd and Caison 
(2005) found statistically significant differences between full-time and part-time faculty 
satisfaction on a considerable number of items. Part-time faculty were considerably less 
satisfied than their full-time colleagues on the matters of job security, advancement 
opportunity, and benefits. However, part-time faculty were more satisfied than full-time 
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faculty with the amount of workload and the freedom to do consulting work. Finally, 
Akroyd and Caison (2005) found part-time faculty to be more mobile in their employment 
intentions than full-time faculty. As part-time faculty are an integral part of the community 
college academic department’s work, and their experiences and attitudes are considerably 
different from those of full-time faculty, their voices should be considered when examining 
the role set of faculty, department chairs, and chief academic officers in community 
colleges.
The inherent tension in the department chair’s job, the subject of the current study, 
has historical roots. History demonstrates that in the United States, departmental faculty in 
higher education have power and influence over curriculum development and delivery as 
well as the selection of new faculty. However, senior academic administrators have 
retained control over the vision and mission of the college at large. Gmelch and Miskin 
(2004) observe that this reality places the academic department chair squarely “between the 
conflicting interests of faculty and administration” (p. 7). Booth (1982) adds that faculty 
and administrative cultures are different, resulting in a complicated job for the department 
chair. Booth notes that faculty prefer to operate in a democratic, autonomic fashion; that is, 
faculty wish to self-govern themselves without much concern for the rest of the college. 
However, Booth notes that administrative culture and actions tend to push departments 
towards coordination of activities in order to effectively contribute to the overall mission of 
the institution. As a consequence, Gmelch and Miskin (2004) note that department chairs 
must effectively “swivel” (p. 7) between leadership styles, namely facilitative, collegial 
leadership when working with faculty and more hierarchical, traditionally authoritative 
leadership when working with administration. It is no wonder that Gmelch and Miskin 
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invoked the image of the Roman god Janus, who had two faces, looking in two directions 
at the same time, to describe the academic department chair. Academic department chairs 
cannot escape their historical position at the confluence of the two power centers of the 
college, the administration and the faculty.
Categorizing the Academic Department
One of the most often-referenced categorization schemes of academic departments 
in higher education is provided by Biglan (1973a). Biglan asked faculty at a large public 
university and a small liberal arts college to judge the relative similarity of selected 
academic disciplines. First, participants clustered 36 academic areas into similar groupings 
of their own design. After this, the same participants were asked to judge each of the 36 
academic areas on bipolar adjectives, such as pure versus applied and physical versus 
nonphysical. Biglan consequently found three dimensions that differentiate people in 
academic disciplines. Biglan’s first dimension was “hard” versus “soft.” Academic 
disciplines that are associated with a single paradigm, that is, a theory to which all 
members of the field subscribe, were labeled hard. Physical and life sciences are 
considered hard, whereas humanities and education are considered soft. Second, Biglan 
defined “pure” and “applied” dimensions. Disciplines with concern for practical 
application of knowledge such as engineering and education are considered applied, while 
disciplines such as history and philosophy are considered pure. Finally, Biglan’s dimension 
of “life system” versus “nonlife system” expressed the discipline’s relative involvement 
with living or organic objects. Biology and education are considered life systems, whereas 
engineering and physical sciences are considered nonlife systems. Biglan (1973b) created a 
three-dimensional model presenting the continua of academic departments. 
41
Table 1
Biglan’s Three-Dimensional Clustering of Academic Departments
Hard Soft
Dimension Nonlife system Life system Nonlife system Life system
Pure Astronomy Botany English Anthropology
Chemistry Entomology History Political science
Geology Microbiology Philosophy Psychology
Math Physiology Communications Sociology
Physics Zoology
Applied Ceramic engineering Agronomy Accounting Educational 
administration
Civil engineering Dairy science Finance Secondary education
Computer science Horticulture Economics Special education
Mechanical 
engineering
Agricultural 
economics
Vocational education
Biglan (1973b) also found other differences in faculty members in the academic 
disciplines. Preferences on time spent on teaching, research, and service activities, social 
connectedness, as well as emphasis on the scholarly productivity of faculty members 
differentiated faculty members in hard, soft, pure, applied, life system, and nonlife system 
classifications. As examples, faculty in hard areas reported greater collaboration with 
fellow faculty than those in soft areas, and faculty in pure areas enjoyed research activities 
more than colleagues in applied areas. Given the existence of these types of differences 
between faculty in various disciplines, it is possible that faculty in different disciplines also 
perceive the importance of department chair duties differently as well.
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Job Functions of Department Chairs
At the end of the nineteenth century, faculty typically elected to the department 
chair position colleagues who had amassed an outstanding record of scholarship. The 
department chair position was viewed as a ceremonial post, and the office holder primarily 
served as a figurehead and role model (Hecht et al., 1999). Today, in stark contrast, there is 
no shortage of non-ceremonial job functions that have been associated with the modern 
academic department chair.
To best delineate department chair roles, role conflict, and the tensions in their jobs, 
it is first important to understand the myriad of tasks that department chairs are most 
frequently expected to undertake. Tucker (1981), who is largely credited with authoring the 
first comprehensive treatment of departmental academic leadership, grouped department 
chair tasks and duties into eight categories. These categories and representative examples 
of duties within each category are presented in Table 2.
Table 2
Tucker’s Department Chair Tasks and Duties and Select Examples
Category Duties
Department 
governance
Establish department committees
Implement long-range department programs, goals, and policies
Prepare department for accreditation and evaluation
Instruction Schedule classes
Update department curriculum, courses, and programs
Faculty affairs Recruit and select faculty members
Assign faculty responsibilities such as teaching, research, and committee work
Evaluate faculty performance
Deal with unsatisfactory faculty and staff performance
Student affairs Advise and counsel students
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External 
communication
Communicate department needs to the dean and interact with upper-level 
administration
Coordinate activities with outside groups
Budget and resources Prepare and propose departmental budgets
Seek outside funding
Office management Manage department facilities and equipment, including maintenance and control 
of inventory
Maintain essential department records, including student records
Professional 
development
Foster the development of each faculty member’s special talents and interests
Promote affirmative action
A remarkable range of duties is highlighted in Tucker’s categorization scheme. By 
the time of Tucker’s writing in 1981, department chairs were expected to be competent 
managers of class offerings, student records, and budgets; motivators for faculty 
development; promoters of the department to external entities, including possible financial 
benefactors; and visionaries of the department’s long-term plans. However, despite the 
pervasiveness of Tucker’s duties in the literature, and its perpetuation through four 
subsequent editions of his text, it is unclear how Tucker arrived at this list of duties. That 
is, if Tucker’s duties were empirically generated, there was no mention of this in any of his 
writings.
An extensive study of the university department, The Confidence Crisis, was 
published by Dressel, Johnson, and Marcus in 1970. While the authors deliberately opted 
not to use department chairs as their primary unit of study, preferring instead to focus on 
the operations of the entire department as well as faculty interactions with all facets of the 
university environment, their listing of department chair duties has been propagated 
throughout the literature. Specifically, Dressell, Johnson, and Marcus listed “demands” (p. 
13) placed on department chairs: budget formation; selection, promotion, and retention of 
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academic staff; faculty salaries; sabbatical leaves; interdepartmental relationships; research 
grants; educational development and innovation; university committee membership; 
discipline representation; professional growth; advice to dean on departmental matters; 
administration to faculty relationship; new faculty orientation; departmental meetings; 
adequate nonacademic help; student administration; student advising; class scheduling; 
student personnel records; faculty load; graduate student application approval; grading 
standards and practices; curriculum changes; and knowledge of administrative routine of 
the college, institutional legislative organization, government grants procedures, policies 
relating to graduation students, and scholarly productivity of department faculty. 
Another strand of academic department chair duties and tasks is provided by Hoyt 
and Spangler (1979). They refined and analyzed duties that had previously appeared in the 
literature and consequently suggested 15 duties that constituted a comprehensive 
representation of the academic department chair job. These are: guides faculty evaluation 
procedures; rewards faculty appropriately; guides organization and planning; allocates 
faculty responsibilities; recruits faculty; fosters good teaching; stimulates research and 
scholarly activity; guides curriculum development; maintain faculty morale; fosters faculty 
development; communicates university expectations; communicates department’s needs; 
facilitates extramural funding; improves department’s image; and encourages balance 
among specializations.
Despite fundamentally utilizing Tucker (1981), Dressel et al. (1970), and Hoyt and 
Spangler (1979) in creating their own list of department chair duties, Seagren et al. (1994) 
offer an important distinction in their work: specificity of job functions for community 
college department chairs. Seagren et al. consolidated and revised previously published 
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department chair duties to enumerate 32 community college department chair tasks. With 
the exception of the absence of duties related to research, such as seeking funding for 
research and training graduate students, Seagren et al. found their task list “surprisingly 
consistent” (p. 67) with the previously reported studies that had focused on four-year 
institutions.
Taken together, these studies gave a comprehensive view of the extensive and 
varied job functions, or activities, that academic department chairs perform. While most of 
the literature focused on the activities of university department chairs, the work of Seagren 
et al. shows that this body of literature may apply to the study of community college 
department chairs.
There is inconsistency in terminology in this literature when referring to the job 
functions of department chairs. Tucker (1981) referred to functions as “tasks and 
duties” (p. 2). Dressel et al. (1970) called them “demands” (p. 13). Hoyt and Spangler 
(1979) alternated between “activities” (p. 291) and “functions” (p. 295). Finally, Seagren et 
al. favored “tasks” (p. 58). Using the language of role theory, this author plans to substitute 
the word “role” for the variety of terms used in these four studies. This substitution is 
permissible by the Kahn et al. (1964) definition of role: activities that are performed by one 
of a certain status (for instance, a department chair). According to role theory, where there 
are roles, there are role sets, and where there are role sets, there are role expectations, and 
where there are role expectations, role conflict is certain to exist. While the formal use of 
the term role conflict is infrequent in the department chair literature, the related concepts of 
stress and tension in the department chair job are pervasive.
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Tension in the Department Chair Job
Tension and stress in the department chair job are well established. Positioned 
between faculty and administration, the academic department chair can be viewed as a 
manager. Management scholar Henry Mintzberg (1989) defines manager as a person in 
charge of an organization or one of its subunits. Mintzberg’s major assumption is that 
managers are “vested with formal authority over an organizational unit” (p. 15). But the 
very premise of Tucker’s (1981) seminal text on department chairs is the “paradoxical 
nature” (p. 4) of the department chair’s job. Tucker observed that while the department 
chair is a leader, the chair rarely has “undisputed authority” (p. 4) over the department. 
Tucker observes that the department chair’s tenuous claim on authority is shaped by the 
desire of faculty to be the primary agents of change within a department. A conflict 
therefore exists, as departmental faculty are bounded in an administrative structure with 
department chairs, deans, and vice presidents, who are also charged with leading change. 
Department chairs are left to “mediate the concerns of the university mission to faculty, 
and at the same time, they try to champion the values of their faculty” (Gmelch & Miskin, 
2004, p. 7).
Booth (1982) echoed Tucker’s assertion. Booth observed that academic 
departments are a unique administrative unit, characterized by peer judgments about the 
organization of the work to be done. Mintzberg’s assumed authoritative relationships are 
inordinately fragile in this model, then, as department chairs and most other administrators 
in higher education cannot assume authority or claim sole leadership merely as an 
outgrowth of their job title and position. This system of governance, which deemphasizes 
management and promotes democracy, results in a complicated set of roles for department 
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chairs. Caught in the middle, department chairs must lead from an ill-defined position, with 
ambiguous claims to authority. 
Many authors have observed the “caught in the middle” aspect of being a 
department chair. Roach (1976) discusses the tension in terms of the department chair’s 
split loyalty between the faculty from whence he or she came and the administration with 
which they have aligned themselves. According to Moses and Roe (1990), faculty members 
are more likely to care about themselves and their work, whereas department chairs are 
called upon to balance the concerns of the faculty, central administration, and external 
pressures. Hubbell and Homer (1997) observe that the department chair is viewed as part of 
the management team by central administration but is simultaneously called upon by 
faculty to strongly advocate for the needs of the department to central administration. 
Gmelch and Burns (1994) similarly observe that the department chair is viewed as the first 
among faculty equals, but also as the primary college administrator in the academic unit. 
Gmelch and Gates (1995) added yet another dimension to the tension, namely that the 
characteristics of the department chair and the desires and goals of the department chair 
may be in conflict with both faculty and central administration in given situations. For 
example, a department chair who was once a secondary school teacher may wish to offer 
free enrichment activities to advanced high school students, but faculty don’t wish to 
interact with that student population, and administration thinks it an inefficient use of 
resources because the most capable high school students will not likely choose to go to a 
community college for their higher education. 
The consequences of this tension can be significant. Gmelch and Miskin (1995) 
report that department chairs often burn out, especially chairs who must also carry active 
research programs. Department chair fatigue and stress have been researched and 
documented by Gmelch and Burns (1994). However, as part of a large study examining 
department chair stress factors across personal, positional, and organizational variables, 
Gmelch and Gates (1995) determined that the less role conflict in the department chair’s 
job, the less stress.
Despite the abundant and reinforcing literature painting the department chair as 
caught between the frequently competing values and desires of faculty and executive 
administration, little research has attempted to study this tension within the framework of 
established theory. The research of Roach (1976), Moses and Roe (1990), Hubbell and 
Homer (1997), Gmelch and Burns (1994), and Gmelch and Gates (1995) seemingly 
connects their findings expost facto with terminology associated with role theory. That is, 
their research designs and analysis plans did not strongly incorporate role theory as a 
guiding framework.
Role Theory and the Department Chair 
Role theory, despite the non-standardization of its terminology and incongruity 
among researchers regarding the cause of expectations responsible for roles, is an 
established and pervasive theoretical lens in sociology. It has been applied in the study of 
leaders in education. Gross, Mason, and McEachern’s seminal work Explorations in Role 
Analysis (1958) that helped to establish organizational role theory also doubles as a study 
of school superintendents. Role theory has been applied to the study of department chairs 
in universities and colleges (Bowers, 1980; Bragg, 1981) as well in community colleges 
(Samuels, 1984; Simpson, 1979) in dissertations.
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However, in the most oft-cited literature on academic department chairs, the term 
role and its accompanying language are not rooted in role theory. This means that the 
research that has most shaped our understanding of the department chair is not firmly 
rooted in a rigorous application of role theory. In addition, these widely cited studies rely 
on self reporting of data by department chairs; they do not explore the relationships of 
department chairs to those who report to them, the faculty, and to those whom they report, 
the chief academic officer. Nevertheless, these three studies moved department chair 
research beyond simple listing of duties toward a meaningful typography of department 
chairs. These studies were conducted by McLaughlin et al. (1975), Smart and Elton (1976), 
and Seagren et al. (1994), and they are discussed in order of their year of publication.
One of the most influential studies of academic department chairs was performed 
by McLaughlin et al. (1975). Like many department chair studies, the McLaughlin, 
Montgomery, and Malpass research was rooted in the decades-old department chair duties 
detailed by Heimler (1967) and Dressel et al. (1970). Participating department chairs were 
asked to rate the standard chair duties from the Heimler (1967) and Dressel et al. (1970) 
studies according to how much time they spent on each task, how much they enjoyed each 
task, how satisfied they were by certain opportunities, and how much emphasis they put on 
certain goals. Using factor analysis, McLaughlin, Montgomery, and Malpass determined 
“three major roles which department chairmen [sic] play” (p. 246) related by department 
chair goals, satisfaction, and tasks. The McLaughlin et al. first role was termed academic; 
representative duties included teaching, encouraging research, advising students, and 
developing curriculum and faculty. The second role, administrative, included duties such as 
managing budgets and people, as well as interacting both with and on behalf of central 
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administration and the department. The final role, leadership, included duties such as 
personnel and program development, as well as maintaining morale and managing conflict. 
While advancing research-based knowledge in the department chair literature by 
providing a useful typology of department chairs, McLaughlin et al. (1975) only surveyed 
department chairs in 32 state universities that grant the doctoral degree. Generalizability to 
community colleges is therefore not possible. In addition, the authors did not employ role 
theory by exploring how the three roles were perceived by the role set of faculty, 
department chairs, and chief academic officers. In fact, the McLaughlin et al. use of the 
term “role” does not rise to the theoretical definition of role. Role theory was not used as a 
guiding framework for planning the study. Therefore, the stated “roles” may actually be 
more akin to categorization of chair types.
Another frequently cited study of department chairs was conducted by Smart and 
Elton (1976). They used the same research data set as McLaughlin et al. (1975), namely 
data gathered from department chairs at 32 state institutions that grant doctoral degrees. 
However, Smart and Elton’s factor analysis grouped department chair duties solely by time 
spent on task. They generated four separate factors as compared to the McLaughlin study, 
but they also termed them “roles.” The faculty role describes department chairs who spend 
more time on tasks such as evaluating and developing faculty; the coordinator role 
describes chairs who devote more time to reviewing curriculum and assigning duties to 
faculty; the research role describes chairs who spend more time on managing gifts to the 
department and training graduate students; and the instructional role describes chairs who 
spend more time on maintaining records and advising students. 
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As with the McLaughlin study, generalizability of the Smart and Elton study to the 
community college is not possible because the sample involves only research universities; 
community colleges were not included in the sample. Also similar to the McLaughlin 
study, some of the language of role theory is employed without actual application of role 
theory. For instance, without having first defined role set, or role expectations, or other role 
theory language that would position their “roles” within the accepted framework of role 
theory, Smart and Elton apply the term role to a collection of activities that a chair spends 
time on. Finally, and most troubling, it is remarkable that two of the most-cited research 
studies on department chairs in higher education in the United States were derived from the 
same, somewhat limited, sample of department chairs in 32 doctoral-degree granting state 
universities.
A third frequently cited study of department chairs was conducted by Seagern, 
Wheeler, Creswell, Miller, and VanHorn-Grassmeyer (1994). In contrast to most 
department chair research, Seagren et al. studied community college department chairs. 
Surveying the entire population of 9,000 community college department chairs in all 
community colleges in the United States and Canada yielded 2,875 usable responses. Wave 
analysis, a statistical procedure used to test for response bias, indicated the results derived 
from these respondents were indicative of the entire population. Unlike the previous two 
studies attempting to elucidate department chair “roles,” Seagren et al. did not provide a 
specific list of duties to department chairs to rate for the purpose of determining roles. 
Instead, chairs were ask to rate the importance of 14 more general “roles,” such as planner, 
motivator, facilitator, advocate, and entrepreneur. Factor analysis yielded three role 
clusters: interpersonal role, which included the general roles of information disseminator, 
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facilitator, mentor, advocate, and caretaker; administrator role, which included the general 
roles of resource allocator, evaluator, negotiator, and conflict resolver; and leader role, 
which included the more general roles of visionary, motivator, entrepreneur, delegator, and 
planner.
While accessing a remarkable cross-section of community college department 
chairs, the Seagren et al. endeavor to elucidate the role typology for department chairs may 
be less informative than the McLaughlin et al. (1975) and Smart and Elton (1976) studies. 
As with the others, the role set of faculty and chief academic officers were not queried to 
ascertain their role expectations of community college department chairs; the responses 
were limited to the department chairs’ self-reports. More critically, the ambiguity of the 
“roles” Seagren et al. provided for rating inspired little confidence in the chair types that 
were subsequently generated. For example, a respondent might have rated the role 
“advocate” while thinking of advocating for the department with central administration, or 
for advocating for professional development for their faculty, or for advocating for more 
sections of a given course. This research raises questions of reliability, as respondents 
could have responded to the same item in different ways. 
In conclusion, three studies influenced much of the literature on academic 
department chairs, including community college department chairs: Montgomery and 
Malpass (1975), Smart and Elton (1976), and Seagren et al. (1994). While all three studies 
aimed to elucidate roles for department chairs, none is rooted in role theory in an explicit 
way. The authors did not consider the framework of role theory in the construction of their 
study nor in the analysis procedures. They therefore lack the rigor of the role theory, 
neglecting to explore the essential linkages to others in the department chair role set, 
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namely faculty and chief academic officers. Without researching this role set, role conflict 
in the department chair job cannot be firmly understood or established.
Studies That Include Faculty and Chief Academic Officer 
One of the most commonly cited studies of academic department chairs offers a 
rare treatment of how academic staff view department chairs, and therefore a glimpse into 
department chair stress and role conflict. Moses and Roe’s Heads and Chairs (1990) is an 
examination of the department chair job based on research conducted at eight Australian 
universities. Department chairs and academic staff rated 40 department chair duties 
according to importance. The 40 items were then ordered by response means. Throughout 
the text, the authors were careful to articulate similarities and differences between 
Australian universities and universities in other Western countries. Moses and Roe reported 
that their 40 department chair duties were based on the 15 duties compiled by Americans 
Hoyt and Spangler (1979): “The 15 are contained in various formulations in the present 40 
which cover greater detail and are also wider in scope” (p. 33). While this aided in 
establishing some degree of generalizability to American universities, no additional 
information is provided by Moses and Roe about how they altered the Hoyt and Spangler 
duties.
Moses and Roe pointed out that department chairs and academic staff agreed on the 
importance of some department chair duties, but they reported discrepancies on the 
importance of other duties. They found that chairs and academic staff agreed on the 
importance of planning, both rating items such as developing long-term departmental plans 
and implementing those plans highly. However, academic staff rated three areas lower than 
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the chair’s own ratings: items related to budget and resource functions, the chair’s 
academic activities such as teaching and research, and the chair’s professional reputation.
Despite having an abundance of data at their disposal, Moses and Roe failed to 
perform statistical analyses beyond that of ranking the response means of importance for 
each of the 40 department chair duties from both department chairs and academic staff and 
comparing them descriptively. While Moses and Roe reported discrepancies between 
chairs and academic staff based on differences in ranked order, it went untested as to 
whether there was any statistical significance in differences between the means. While 
Moses and Roe provide needed research regarding differences in perceptions between 
faculty and department chairs on the matter of importance of department chair functions, 
the validity of the reported results is uncertain.
Murry, Jr. and Stauffacher (2001) also offer rare research regarding department 
chair effectiveness as perceived by academic deans, department chairs, and faculty. Their 
articulated research premise was that deans, department chairs, and faculty had different 
views of the effectiveness of department chairs. To participants at 37 Carnegie Research II 
institutions, Murry, Jr. and Stauffacher issued a questionnaire with 58 desirable skills and 
behaviors encompassing eight dimensions of effective department administration. The 
respondents were 58 deans, 37 mathematics chairs, 37 psychology chairs, 36 theatre chairs 
and a stratified sampling of 588 faculty in those disciplines who rated each of the 58 items 
on a 7-point scale according to importance.
Unfortunately the usefulness of the Murry, Jr. and Stauffacher study is diminished 
by their analysis choices. Rather than focusing on the stated goal of elucidating the skills 
and behaviors that deans, department chairs, and faculty think determine department chair 
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effectiveness, the researchers analyzed how males and females view department chair 
effectiveness differently, as well as how the three disciplines surveyed view department 
chair effectiveness differently. Only in passing do the authors reveal that deans, department 
chairs, and faculty all gave high ratings for communication, trust, and integrity, and that 
they gave low ratings for managerial tasks, including running meetings and planning 
schedules. No statistics or other explanation was given for these assertions, thus 
undermining the validity of the research as it pertains to the perceptions of deans, 
department chairs, and faculty regarding department chair effectiveness.
Apart from Ferst (2002), who studied whether there was agreement among faculty, 
chairs, and deans regarding what department chair priorities should be at one public 
Research I institution in the northeastern United States, no other research comparing 
perceptions of task importance or chair effectiveness among the complete department chair 
role set was found in the literature (Ferst’s dissertation is discussed at length later in the 
chapter.) Literature search techniques, including but not limited to searches of ERIC, 
EBSCO, Dissertation Abstracts, and snowball referencing failed to yield additional 
research that provided empirical comparisons of the multiple viewpoints of department 
chairs, faculty, and chief academic officers (CAOs). Research demonstrated the various 
stresses in the department chair job, revealing that many of the stresses are associated with 
pressures exerted by the department chair’s role set. 
Department Chair Role Type Through a Sociological Lens
Unlike the research reviewed so far, Carroll and Gmelch (1992, 1994) linked the 
sociological concept of role theory to their determination of department chair role type. 
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They referenced Kahn et al. (1964) as they offered their major tenet (1994): “If we assume 
that role behaviors vary based on the attitudes chairs bring to the position, then chairs’ 
performance in a specific role is based on the complex interaction of personal attitudes and 
social pressures from others within the organization” (p. 50). This led Carroll and Gmelch 
to state that the roles that department chairs take on are not so much linked to the person 
who occupies the status of department chair, but rather the chair’s determination of what is 
important in that particular position. They contended that a mere listing of chair duties did 
not reveal a role type. Instead, Carroll and Gmelch asserted that role types are based on the 
emphases that chairs invested in their specific positions. There is no one ideal department 
chair role type; rather, there are various roles that chairs embody, given personal attitudes 
and social pressures.
Carroll and Gmelch (1992) observed that previous researchers, including 
McLaughlin et al. (1975), Smart and Elton (1976), and Moses and Roe (1990) found 
separate factors within the overall department chair role. To reiterate, recall that 
McLaughlin et al. (1975) determined academic, administrative, and leadership roles. 
Carroll and Gmelch (1992) acknowledged these findings and further suggested that a 
department chair may emphasize efforts on one of these “sub-roles” more than others. 
Therefore, Carroll and Gmelch (1992) argued that department chairs are subject to role 
conflict as they emphasize different sub-roles, given their personal attitudes and social 
pressures as per the circumstance.
As with previous research, Carroll and Gmelch (1992) sought to determine 
department chair role types by asking department chairs to rate typical department chair 
duties. They did not enter into the research with pre-determined roles; instead, they used 
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factor analysis to determine role types from the data acquired from their study. Carroll and 
Gmelch drew on the work of McLaughlin et al. (1975), Moses and Roe (1990), and Smart 
and Elton (1976) to derive a 26-item department chair duty list. Instead of rating by 
importance, department chairs rated the duties by indicating their effectiveness on each 
duty on a 5-point Likert scale. Carroll and Gmelch opted to have department chairs rate 
themselves on effectiveness, believing that effectiveness is a proxy for behavior and actual 
activity.
Carroll and Gmelch (1992) mailed a 36-item questionnaire to 800 department 
chairs at 100 Carnegie Council Research I and II and Doctorate Granting I and II 
institutions. Note that Carroll and Gmelch’s research was conducted when the Carnegie 
Foundation employed an older classification scheme, and, owing to lack of description of 
these institutions, it is not possible to reclassify the 100 institutions into the current 
classification scheme. Being mindful of previous research suggesting that responses would 
vary depending on the discipline of the department chair, Carroll and Gmelch randomly 
selected one department in each institution from each Biglan category. A total of 539 mail 
questionnaires were returned for a respectable response rate of 67.5%. The 36-item 
questionnaire included 26 items regarding the duties of department chairs.
One of the principal assumptions of Carroll and Gmelch’s (1992) work is that 
measures of self-reported effectiveness would lead to determination of factors, in this case, 
chair roles. To this end, they employed principal components analysis to determine the 
factors of effectiveness. After obtaining Eigenvalues and examining the scree plot, Carroll 
and Gmelch retained four factors. These factors were rotated using Varimax criterion, and 
those with a loading factor of ±0.40 were included in the factor descriptions.
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For each factor, Carroll and Gmelch (1992) examined the duties that had clustered 
and suggested unifying dimensions for each. In Carroll and Gmelch’s view, these 
dimensions are analogous to roles. They termed the first factor as the chair role of Leader. 
Chairs with high means in this factor felt effective in duties such as planning and 
curriculum development, conducting department meetings, representing the department at 
professional meetings, and participating in college committee work. The second factor was 
given the designation of Scholar. Chairs with high means in this factor felt effective in 
duties like maintaining a personal research program and selecting and supervising graduate 
students. The third factor, termed Faculty Developer by Carroll and Gmelch, was 
constructed by chairs with high means in duties concerning the success of faculty. These 
chairs rated highly duties such as encouraging professional development of faculty, 
developing long-range department goals, and evaluating faculty performance. Carroll and 
Gmelch named the final factor as the chair role of Manager. Chairs with high means in this 
factor felt effective at preparing budgets, maintaining records, and managing staff. While 
Carroll and Gmelch did not specifically state what they meant by “high means,” based on 
other discussion in the Carroll and Gmelch (1992) study, this researcher believes “high 
means” was used to indicate chairs whose factor average was in the top quartile of chair 
respondents on a given factor. Carroll and Gmelch associated 25 of the 26 chair duties with 
roles; the complete assignment is given in Table 3. Carroll and Gmelch (1992) did not 
include the chair duty “teach and advise students” because it did not strongly load into any 
of the role factors.
Table 3
Carroll and Gmelch’s Factor Analysis Results
Role factors Duties
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Leader Coordinate departmental activities with constituents
Plan and evaluate curriculum development
Solicit ideas to improve the department
Represent the department at professional meetings
Inform faculty of department, college, and university concerns
Plan and conduct department meetings
Participate in college and university committee work
Scholar Obtain resources for personal research
Maintain research program and associated professional activities
Remain current within academic discipline
Obtain and manage external funds
Select and supervise graduate students
(table continues)
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Table 3 (continued)
Role factors Duties
Faculty Developer Encourage professional development efforts of faculty
Provide informal faculty leadership
Encourage faculty research and publication
Recruit and select faculty
Develop and initiate long-range departmental goals
Maintain conducive work climate
Evaluate faculty performance
Represent faculty to administration
Manager Prepare and propose budgets
Manage departmental resources
Assure the maintenance of accurate departmental records
Manage non-academic staff
Assign teaching, research, and other related duties to faculty
Carroll and Gmelch (1992) therefore established four department chair roles: 
leader, scholar, faculty developer, and manager. The composite of all four roles most 
accurately described the actual department chair job at Carnegie Council Research I and II 
and Doctorate Granting I and II institutions, but Carroll and Gmelch posited that individual 
department chairs emphasized one role over the other given their personal attributes and 
social pressures. According to Carroll and Gmelch, the requirement to perform all roles 
while inherently favoring one is how role conflict is introduced into the department chair 
job.
Carroll and Gmelch’s 1992 publication established department chair roles from chair 
ratings of their effectiveness on 26 duties. In a second publication, Carroll and Gmelch 
(1994) returned to the same sample of Carnegie Council Research I and II and Doctorate 
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Granting I and II institution department chairs. Again, Carroll and Gmelch’s research was 
conducted when the Carnegie Foundation employed an older classification scheme, and, 
owing to lack of description of these institutions, it is not possible to reclassify the 100 
institutions into the current classification scheme. For the 1994 publication, Carroll and 
Gmelch (1994) explored the importance department chairs placed on the 26 department 
chair duties. Using the previously derived list of 26 duties, Carroll and Gmelch (1994) 
asked chairs to rate the importance of each of them. As a matter of clarity, it should be 
noted that the 1992 Carroll and Gmelch survey instrument asked this sample both to rate 
the importance and report their effectiveness on the 26 duties on the same questionnaire. 
However, the reporting and analysis of the chair responses on the importance ratings were 
not published until the 1994 article.
To reiterate, Carroll and Gmelch (1994) asked the same 800 department chairs at 
the 100 Carnegie Council Research I and II, and Doctorate Granting I and II institutions to 
rate the importance of the 26 chair duties. Carroll and Gmelch (1994) created a ranked list 
of the chair duties by computing the percentage of chairs who rated each duty as a “4” or 
“5” (high) on the Likert scale. They chose to further analyze the top 10 items on the ranked 
list, as these represented duties that more than 75% of all chairs perceived as important. 
The 10 most important duties as reported by the sample of department chairs were to 
recruit and select faculty, represent department to administration, evaluate faculty 
performance, encourage faculty research and publication, maintain conducive work 
climate, manage departmental resources, encourage professional development efforts of 
faculty, develop and initiate long-range department goals, provide informal faculty 
leadership, and remain current within academic discipline.
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Carroll and Gmelch (1994) identified chairs whose factor average was in the top 
quartile of chair respondents for each factor. They therefore created eight grouping of 
chairs: those in the top quartile in each of the four role factors, and those in the bottom 
three quartiles in each of the four role factors. Among the analyses that Carroll and Gmelch 
(1994) performed was a computation of statistical differences in the means of importance 
of the top ten chair duties between each of the top quartiles of chairs and the bottom three 
quartiles of chairs on each factor. They found significant statistical differences between 
how department chairs that had been identified a leader, scholar, faculty developer, and 
manager (top quartile) rated items as compared to the rest of the sample (bottom three 
quartiles). For example, leader chairs were found to ascribe significantly greater 
importance to all of the top ten duties than did other chairs with the exception of the 
“recruit and select faculty” duty. Scholar chairs gave significantly greater importance than 
other chairs only to the “remain current within the academic discipline” duty. Faculty 
developer chairs ascribed significantly greater importance to all ten duties as compared to 
the rest of the chairs. Finally, manager chairs gave significantly greater importance to 
seven of the ten duties: represent department to administration, evaluate faculty 
performance, encourage faculty research, maintain conducive work climate, manage 
departmental resources, develop long-range departmental goals, and provide informal 
faculty leadership. 
There are two notable shortcomings in the Carroll and Gmelch’s 1994 publication. 
First, they reported that the duties that chairs find most important were also the duties they 
reported to be most effective at performing. Carroll and Gmelch did not provide 
63
information regarding how they came to this conclusion. Publishing a statistical inquiry 
concerning this conclusion would have strengthened the assertion.
Second, Carroll and Gmelch (1994) asserted that the roles that department chairs 
perform are not so much linked to the person who occupies the status of department chair, 
but rather to the chair’s determination of what is important in that particular position. 
Given this, it follows that Carroll and Gmelch should have performed factor analysis on the 
ratings of chair importance in an analysis similar to their 1992 factor analysis on the ratings 
of chair effectiveness. This analysis choice would have generated role factors rooted in 
importance assigned to duties, seemingly much more in line with their assertion.
Carroll and Gmelch (1994) stated that an important direction for future research 
was to compare the responses of chairs to those both above them and below them on the 
organizational chart, that is, the department chair role set. Because faculty and chief 
academic officers may report only on the importance of a chair performing a duty rather 
than on the effectiveness of a chair performing a duty (akin to an evaluation of a specific 
department chair), the factor analysis of chair importance on department duties would have 
been helpful to extend the research. 
An Extension of the Carroll and Gmelch Research
In their 1992 and 1994 publications, Carroll and Gmelch limited their research to 
department chairs. However, Ferst (2002) extended the research by issuing a modified 
Carroll and Gmelch (1992) instrument to chairs, deans, and faculty at a public Research I 
institution in the northeastern United States and asked them to rate the importance of 
Carroll and Gmelch’s 26 chair duties. Note that Ferst described the institution as a 
Research I institution; despite the existence of a more descriptive Carnegie Classification 
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scheme in 2002, Ferst did not describe the institution in the newer scheme. Ferst contacted 
1,906 faculty, 131 chairs, and 19 deans to participate in the research; most were contacted 
via email containing a link to the online questionnaire, while those without email addresses 
were contacted via a letter in campus mail. Email reminders were sent 14 days after initial 
contact. Of the 2,056 total individuals contacted, 707 faculty, 100 chairs, and 15 deans 
completed the survey, giving response rates of 37.1%, 76.3%, and 78.9% respectively. 
Ferst noted adequate distribution of responses across the Biglan (1973a) classifications of 
hard-applied, hard-pure, soft-applied, and soft-pure. The participants rated the 26 
department chair duties on a 7-point Likert scale.
Ferst compared his research to the results of the Carroll and Gmelch research, 
attempting to establish validity. He computed the means of the chair responses on the same 
26 chair duty items in his study and ranked them. He then compared the rankings from his 
study to the rankings from the Carroll and Gmelch (1994) study. A bivariate correlation 
procedure was used to compute a Spearman’s rho of 0.880 significant at the 0.01 level. 
These results indicated that Ferst’s ranked list of chair duty importance was substantially 
comparable to Carroll and Gmelch’s. 
Like Carroll and Gmelch, Ferst used factor analysis to determine role types. 
However, there are two major differences between Ferst’s factor analysis and Carroll and 
Gmelch’s. The firs major difference is that Ferst used ratings of importance rather than 
ratings of effectiveness to determine department chair role types. Second, Ferst’s factor 
analysis yielded five department chair roles, rather than four. Whereas Carroll and Gmelch 
determined one faculty developer role, Ferst found two: Faculty Developer I that had items 
related to established faculty members and Faculty Developer II that had items related to 
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newer faculty members. Ferst’s five factor-roles and the related chair duty items are given 
in Table 4.
Table 4
Ferst’s Factor Analysis Results
Role factors Duties
Scholar Obtain and manage external funds
Select and supervise graduate students
Teach and advise students
Remain current within academic discipline
Obtain resources for personal research
Maintain research program and associated professional activities
Faculty Developer I Maintain conducive work climate
Encourage professional development efforts of faculty
Provide informal faculty leadership
Develop and initiate long-range departmental goals
Solicit ideas to improve the department
Represent faculty to administration
Encourage faculty research and publication
Leader Plan and conduct department meetings
Solicit ideas to improve the department
Inform faculty of department, college, and university concerns
Coordinate departmental activities with constituents
Represent the department at professional meetings
Participate in college and university committee work
(table continues)
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Table 4 (continued)
Role factors Duties
Manager Manage departmental resources
Manage non-academic staff
Assure the maintenance of accurate departmental records
Prepare and propose budgets
Faculty Developer II Recruit and select faculty
Evaluate faculty performance
Assign teaching, research, and other related duties to faculty
Plan and evaluate curriculum development
To determine the reliability (internal consistency) of each factor, Ferst computed 
Cronbach’s alpha on the subset of items associated with each factor. The coefficients 
ranged from 0.8423 to 0.6687, thus indicating high positive correlation between the items 
and a moderate to high internal consistency of items associated with the factors emerging 
within the instrument.
With only two exceptions, the duties associated with Carroll and Gmelch’s (1992) 
roles match up exactly with Ferst’s identically named roles. The two exceptions are: a) 
Carroll and Gmelch’s principal components analysis placed the duty “assign teaching, 
research, and other duties related to faculty” in the Manager role, and Ferst’s analysis 
placed it in the Faculty Developer II role, and b) “teach and advise students” was not 
loaded into any factors in the Carroll and Gmelch study, whereas Ferst’s analysis placed it 
in the Scholar role.
Ferst’s principal components analysis divided duties associated with Carroll and 
Gmlech’s Factor Developer role into two factor/roles that Ferst termed Faculty Developer I 
and Faculty Developer II. Ferst explained that he considered the dimensions to be different 
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in terms of what established faculty find important for department chairs to do (Faculty 
Developer I) and what newer faculty find important for department chairs to do (Faculty 
Developer II). While this researcher comfortably accepts the dimensions suggested by 
Carroll and Gmelch (1992) and mostly adopted by Ferst (2002) to describe the factor/roles, 
it is not readily apparent to this researcher that Faculty Developer I and Faculty Developer 
II are differentiated by time of service of faculty member. Ferst does not provide an 
extensive explanation for the differentiation. Nevertheless, this differentiation may be 
important because it suggests length of time in a faculty position needs to be taken into 
account, and thus is included in this study as a variable describing respondent 
characteristics.
Ferst (2002) also explored a number of hypotheses in his research. Ferst’s primary 
hypothesis was that deans, chairs, and faculty do not share a common ordering of priorities 
for department chairs, and that each group expects chairs to concentrate on different tasks. 
To test this hypothesis, Ferst separately ranked the means of importance of chair duties as 
reported by faculty, chairs, and deans to create three ranked lists, one from faculty, one 
from chairs, and one from deans. Spearman’s rho indicated positive correlation 0.746 
between the chair and dean rankings, 0.674 between faculty and chair rankings, and 0.764 
between dean and faculty rankings. Ferst noted that these Spearman’s rho computations 
indicated that deans, chairs, and faculty share an overall pattern of agreement concerning 
the importance of duties for department chairs. Given this, it seems that Ferst’s primary 
research hypothesis was rejected. 
However, Ferst chose to employ scatter plots to determine which chair duties fell 
outside of general grouping of items agreement. Ferst identified five chair duties that were 
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ranked considerably differently by department chairs and deans: chairs ranked teaching and 
advising students and maintaining research program and associated professional activities 
considerably higher than deans did, while deans ranked evaluating faculty performance, 
obtaining and managing external funds, and preparing and proposing budgets higher. 
Overall, Ferst observed that chairs placed more importance on maintaining scholarly 
interests while serving as chair than did deans.
Using a scatter plot, Ferst noted six chair duties that were ranked considerably 
differently by deans and faculty. Deans indicated that recruiting and selecting faculty and 
evaluating faculty performance are very important department chair duties, but faculty 
ranked these notably lower. In contrast, Ferst observed that faculty rated representing 
faculty to administration, planning and conducting meetings, soliciting ideas to improve the 
department, and informing faculty of department, university, and college concerns notably 
higher than deans did. Ferst observed that faculty selected duties associated with the Leader 
chair role, and suggested that faculty wish for chairs to be leaders more than deans do.
Ferst also examined the scatter plot of faculty responses versus chair responses. 
Visually, this plot had the highest number of outliers. Ferst focused on four of the greatest 
outliers: chairs overwhelmingly put more importance on teaching and advising students, 
remaining current within their academic discipline, obtaining resources for personal 
research, and maintaining a research program and associated professional activities than 
did faculty. Ferst noted that all four of these duties are associated with the Scholar role. 
Faculty rated planning and conducting department meetings; soliciting ideas to improve the 
department; informing faculty of department, college, and university concerns; and 
representing faculty to administration more higher chairs. All of these items are associated 
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with the Leader Chair role. While not explicitly noted by Ferst, this comparison seems to 
indicate role conflict: faculty desire Leader chairs while chairs themselves are concerned 
with Scholar chair activities.
In addition to this first hypothesis, namely that deans, chairs, and faculty do not 
share a common ordering of priorities for department chairs, and that each group expects 
chairs to concentrate on different tasks, Ferst articulated other hypotheses. His second was 
that deans expect chairs to focus on administrative tasks and institutional maintenance. 
That is, Ferst expected chairs to rate more higher duties associated with Manager chairs 
than faculty or deans would rate them. To test this hypothesis, Ferst compared the mean 
scores reported by deans, faculty, and chairs on the duties associated with the Manager 
role: they were 5.3, 5.2, and 5.0 respectively. An analysis of variance of the means showed 
that there was no statistical significance at the p < 0.05 level. Ferst therefore concluded that 
all three groups had similar feelings about the importance of chairs performing managerial 
tasks, and he failed to accept his second hypothesis.
Ferst also hypothesized that both faculty and chairs expected chairs to focus on 
increasing department resources, advancing faculty, and advancing the department’s status. 
Ferst aligned these expectations with the Faculty Developer I, Faculty Developer II, and 
Leader factors. Analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed that while deans and chairs did 
not show significant variance on the Faculty Developer II items, there was a significant 
difference between both deans and chairs as compared to faculty. Specifically, the dean 
average rating of 5.9 and the chair average rating of 5.6 were statistically significantly 
different from the average faculty rating of 5.0 on the Faculty Developer II items at the p < 
0.05 level. Ferst therefore concluded that chairs and deans felt it important to spend time 
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recruiting and selecting faculty, whereas faculty felt less so. Ferst also found via ANOVA 
that chairs and faculty did not agree on the Leader role, with faculty indicating significantly 
greater importance, 4.9 rating, in chair leader duties than chairs, 4.7 rating, did at the p < 
0.05 level.
It should also be noted that Ferst examined department chair roles in the context of 
the Biglan (1973a) classification scheme. However, Ferst focused on faculty ratings of 
importance, not department chairs or deans, in his study. Ferst found statistically 
significant differences in ratings of importance on the role of Faculty Developer II between 
faculty in the pure versus the applied classifications. Faculty in pure disciplines rated 
higher the Faculty Developer II role than did faculty in applied disciplines. Also, Ferst 
found a statistically significant difference in the Leader role between faculty in hard 
disciplines and those in soft disciplines. Faculty in soft disciplines rated the Leader role 
more highly than those in hard disciplines did.
Ferst’s doctoral dissertation is unique because, unlike the preponderance of 
literature concerning department chairs and their roles, it addresses the perceptions of the 
department chair’s role set. Ferst extended the research of Carroll and Gmelch (1992, 
1994) who invoked role theory by acknowledging the personal attitudes and social 
pressures exerted on department chairs and the consequential selection chairs of one chair 
role over another according to their effectiveness in or perceived importance of that role. 
Ferst actually asked those exerting the social pressures, those in the role set of the 
department chair, to articulate their perceptions of what was important in the department 
chair job. In doing so, Ferst provided means to use role conflict in a more strict theoretical 
sense: individuals in a role set in the same organization may have different role 
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expectations of the very same individual. Ferst showed that at one Carnegie Council 
Research I institution faculty, chairs, and deans do not agree on the relative importance of 
all chair duties; in fact, that faculty, chairs, and deans may actually prefer different role 
types. Faculty appeared to prefer Leader chairs, chairs appeared to prefer the Scholar role, 
and deans seemed to prefer Faculty Developer roles.
Summary
This literature review comprehensively examined the research available on 
department chair role set, role expectations, and role conflict. The review began with an 
introduction to role theory, a commonly applied theory in sociology literature. 
Organizational role theory was emphasized, as it pays heed to the behaviors and 
relationships between those in a formal organization such as a community college. A 
central element of organizational role theory is role conflict, which addresses the realities 
of closely related members of an organization holding different views of how another 
member should behave. Role overload, a construct experienced by status holders who 
cannot meet all role set expectations within time constraints, was also highlighted. Then, a 
brief history of the community college and its organization was given. A historical 
overview of the formation of academic departments and thus the creation of the department 
chair job was provided. Modern job functions of the department chair, including duties and 
tasks, were highlighted. The commonly cited notion of tension and stress in the department 
chair job was reported. Then, often-cited research regarding department chair roles was 
reviewed. 
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While helping to categorize the myriad of department chair duties and tasks into 
meaningful typologies of chair behavior, almost no studies attempted to use role theory to 
help conceptualize the research. The exception was provided by the works of Carroll and 
Gmelch (1992, 1994) who purposefully used role theory to inform their research on 
department chair roles. Finally, Ferst’s (2002) dissertation was reviewed at length, because 
of the bridge it provides between establishing department chair roles and determining 
specific sources of role conflict in the department chair job. Ferst’s study was 
accomplished by examining the role set of faculty, department chairs, and deans. 
Research is needed to determine the extent to which role conflict exists in the 
community college department chair job. This research addresses three distinct gaps in the 
literature. First, with its focus on community colleges, the research addresses a sector of 
higher education that is comparatively neglected in the department chair literature. Second, 
this research uses the framework of role theory to determine community college 
department chair role types, an apparent first in the literature. Third, this research adds to 
the very small amount of literature that examines the role set of the department chair to 
understand role conflict in the department chair job. 
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODS
The research had two purposes: to determine community college department chair 
roles and to determine whether role conflict exists for the status of Illinois public 
community college department chair. This chapter describes the methods used to answer 
the seven research questions. The chapter is organized into nine sections: (a) research 
design, (b) population and sample, (c) instrumentation, (d) variables, (e) validity and 
reliability, (f) pretesting, (g) data collection, (h) descriptive data, and (i) data analysis.
Seven research questions guided the study:
1. What level of importance do Illinois public community college department chairs 
attribute to 21 duties performed by department chairs?
2. Based on the importance attributed to these 21 duties and using principal 
components analysis, what factors determine department chair roles for Illinois 
public community college department chairs?
3. Do the community college department chair role factors vary by the department 
chair’s 
a. academic discipline, 
b. department disciplinary composition, 
c. size of department, 
d. length of service as chair, 
e. whether the chair was elected by faculty or selected by administration, 
f. number of years served as a full-time faculty member before becoming chair, or 
g. their teaching load while serving as department chair.
4. What level of importance do Illinois public community college chief academic 
officers attribute to 21 duties performed by department chairs? 
5. Does role conflict exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair?
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a. Does role conflict exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as measured by a difference in department chair and chief 
academic officer ratings of importance on role factors using the modified 
Carroll and Gmelch (1992) Department Chair Duty Scale?
b. Does role conflict exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as measured by Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman’s (1970) Role 
Conflict Scale?
c. Does role overload exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as measured by Netemeyer, Burton, and Johnston’s (1995) 
Role Overload Scale?
d. Does role overload exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as measured by the Department Chair Relative Time Scale?
e. Does role overload exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as measured by the summative measure on the Department 
Chair Relative Time Scale?
f. Does role conflict exist for the status of Illinois public community college 
department chair as observed in the relationship of department chair responses 
on the modified Carroll and Gmelch (1992) Department Chair Duty Scale and 
the Department Chair Relative Time Scale?
6. Do department chairs attribute different importance to the department chair role 
factors when compared to full-time faculty, part-time faculty, and the chief 
academic officer at one Illinois public community college? 
 
7. Is there a relationship between the ratings of importance for each department chair 
role factor and (a) department disciplinary composition or (b) length of service at 
one Illinois public community college?
Research Design
There were two phases to the research. In Phase I, Illinois public community 
college department chair roles were determined via principal components analysis. Using 
ratings of importance reported by the population of Illinois public community college 
department chairs on a modified version of Carroll and Gmelch’s (1992) department chair 
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